A momentary stay against darkness: quest for fulfillment in Robert Frost's poetry. by Leung, Choi Ha. & Chinese University of Hong Kong Graduate School. Division of English.
A Momentary Stay against Darkness: 
Quest for Fulfillment in Robert Frost's Poetry 
LEUNG CHOI HA 
A Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree of 
Master of Philosophy 
in 
English Literary Studies 
• T h e Chinese University of Hong Kong 
July 2001 
The Chinese University of Hong Kong holds the copyright of this 
thesis. Any person(s) intending to use a part or whole of the 
materials in the thesis in a proposed publication must seek 
copyright release from the Dean of the Graduate School. 

Acknowledgements 
My sincerest thanks to the three teachers on my thesis committee: 
to my supervisor, Prof. Mimi Ching, for her enormous patience and wise 
guidance throughout the entire journey, to Prof. Timothy Weiss and Prof. 
Lisa Wong for their insightful advice and great encouragement. I also would 
like to thank the four office staff members of the English Department for 
their assistance, especially Tracy for her clear instructions about the various 
administrative procedures for submitting my thesis. 
I am most grateftil to my parents and three sisters for their support 
in my M.Phil studies, to my friends inside and outside of the department for 




The meaninglessness of existence in Frost's poetry has been a focus of 
interest for many critics. In regard to this theme and the emphasis on the 
particular and concrete experience of man, his poetry echoes well with 
existentialist thinking. THs study, therefore, aims at examining Frost's poetry 
from the perspective of general existentialist orientations. This thesis consists of 
four parts. In Chapter 1, scientism-man's oveFreliance on science-is discussed 
as a factor that has aggravated the problem of the meaninglessness of existence. 
Three inborn limitations of man which cause the meaninglessness of existence are 
also explicated. They include his limited capacity to perceive the truth about life, 
his finite power to achieve his ideal goals and the certainty of his death. In 
Chapter 2, two types of alienation arising from interpersonal relations are studied. 
Man suffers from the tension between the need to preserve his individuality and 
the need for others' support. Thus, he is faced with thestmggle between 
preserving his individuality and conforming to social norms. Hence, he 
encounters either alienation from himself or alienation from others. In response to 
the meaninglessness of existence and the tension between individuality and 
conformity, two solutions, namely man's power of choice and the power of the 
poet, are suggested in Frost's poetry. Chapter 3 elucidates how man can create his 
own meaning through choice. He actively discovers his own meaning as he goes 
on in his life's journey rather than passively conform to social norms. Yet the pull 
of others' support tends to hinder his choice-making. He also might not have real 
choice at all in some situations. The power of the poet is explained in Chapter 4. 
The poet immerses in the disorder in existence to create out of it a form which can 
generate re-formations. The poet also discovers his meaning in the act of writing. 
Still he is faced with the pressure to compromise his individuality in order to get 
support from others. He is also unable to arrest the enormous disorder in the 
world. Therefore, both man's power of choice and the power of the poet are only 
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"The Dark Frost is by now familiar. For a decade scholars have 
concentrated on Frost's portrayal of hopes shattered and lives devastated by 
forces often presented as intentionally hostile" (223). This comment made by 
Maijorie Cook summarizes a body of criticisms on Frost's poetry. "The dark 
forces” that make life miserable for man may come from the individual 
himself, other people, society, science, nature, or some unknown forces. In 
this thesis, I am going to examine in Frost's poetry a darkness that symbolizes 
the predicament of human beings' ignorance about the meaning of existence 
from the perspective of general existentialist orientations. Some relevant 
Frostian critics will also be quoted for discussion. It is to be noted that the 
term "darkness" in this thesis signifies the existential predicament facing all 
human beings; its meaning, then, is intentionally limited to this sense. 
In Existentialism 2: A Casebook. William V. Spanos has elucidated the 
essential thematic and formal characteristics of existentialist literature with the 
illustration of modernist works like T. S. Eliot's Four Quartets. James Joyce's 
A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and W. B. Yeats's "Sailing to 
Byzantium." Some of the ideas in this book can facilitate my discussion of 
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Frost's poetry. To begin with, Spanos interestingly describes existentialism as 
“a kind of antipoetic poetry of the philosophical imagination, defying rational 
systematization" (2). On the one hand, existentialism is antipoetic, for it 
belongs to the realm of philosophy but not literature. The ultimate aim of 
existentialist writings is to explicate insights on coping with existence but not 
artistic pleasure. On the other hand, existentialism can be likened to poetry for 
two reasons. First, with the diversity of views among different existentialists, 
it is not systematic to the degree that it has a central tenet or a common body 
of doctrine. Second, existentialism focuses on the concrete rather than the 
abstract, as it urges the individual to take action to deal with the practical 
problems of existence. In other words, it attempts “to view man in his 
immediate, his original, relationship to the universe, in all his concrete 
plentitude~and problematic ambiguity" (2). 
Just like the existentialists, Frost also dislikes "abstraction" and stresses 
the importance of concreteness in his poetry. In "The Figure a Poem Makes," 
he begins with this line: "Abstraction is an old story with the philosophers, but 
it has been like a new toy in the hands of the artists of our day" (17). He 
disparages the use of abstraction in many modem artists. Thus, he has chosen 
to write in his own way, to write poetry that addresses concrete, particular 
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situations man faces in his life. In "The Lesson for Today" (A Witness Tree)*, 
Frost satirizes the philosopher's style of abstracting: 
As ever when philosophers are met, 
No matter where they stoutly mean to get, 
Nor what particulars they reason from, 
They are philosophers, and from old habit 
They end up in the universal Whole 
As unoriginal as any rabbit. 
(107-110) 
No matter what purpose or what particular topic philosophers begin with for 
discussion, they tend to become abstract in their thought and expression in the 
end. "The universal Whole" is a prominent example of this tendency. 
"Whole" is a pun on "hole," so their style of abstracting is compared to a 
rabbit's habit of going into a hole. Mordecai Marcus explains this simile aptly: 
"He [Frost] grants that philosophers of all times can only see the 'universal 
Whole,’ into which we all vanish, as rabbits do into holes" (178). To Frost, 
they should break the "bad habit" and form a new habit of focusing on the 
concrete and particular experiences of man in discussing how to cope with the 
confusion in existence. 
* The term in brackets refers to the title of the volume from which the poem is taken. The 
same applies to all the other poems quoted for discussion in this thesis. 
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Spanos has a similar concern over the focus on the concreteness and 
particularity of existence, for he thinks that modem man has "lost faith in and 
thus borne witness to the disintegration of traditional Systems of thought-
theological, philosophical, and scientific (and their fictional paradigms)--
Systems that tend to see human life metaphysically (meta-ta-phusika): from 
the end or, more specifically, from beyond or above existence" (xiii). Frost 
has questioned all the three modes of thinking in his poetry. In my thesis, I 
will chiefly discuss the scientific mode and use the term "scientism" to denote 
man's over-reliance on or his making a religion of modem science in 
Chapter 1. Spanos further explains the impact of the collapse of the three 
modes on man as follows. "The catastrophes of modem history," like the 
world wars and "ominous ecological imbalances in nature," have shaken man's 
faith in the existence of order in the universe. In response to this blow, man is 
not to hold onto an objective meaning of existence any longer. Instead, he is 
to embark on "an anxious quest" (xiii) in search of a subjective meaning, a 
meaning of his own in relation to the practical problems he faces. In his 
poetry, Frost also encourages the reader to set out on this "anxious quest"-- a 
quest for fulfillment. 
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Though existentialists have diverse ideas among themselves, they 
share some basic characteristics; they all practice the same “way of 
philosophizing" in the words ofMacquarrie who explains his use of the phrase 
as follows: 
[Existentialism] is a style that may lead those who adopt it to 
very different convictions about the world and man's life in it. 
The three great existentialists [...] Kierkegaard, Sartre, and 
Heidegger, evidence this diversity. Yet however different their 
outlooks may be, we see a family resemblance among them in 
the way they do ”philosophy." It is this shared style of 
philosophizing that permits us to call them "existentialists." 
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For instance, most existentialists share two main characteristics as put forward 
by Spanos. These characteristics are "two broad alternatives facing man in a 
world in which God is dead" which I will use as the starting point for my 
discussion in Chapters 1 and 2 respectively. The two alternatives are as 
follows: 
(1) the institutionalized and collectivized life on the analogy of 
the machinery of technology toward which modem man is 
drifting, and 
(2) the agonizingly difficult authentic existence of the 
individual who insists upon maintaining his unique 
consciousness in the face of the overwhelming pressures to 
conform—that is，on being a man-in-the-world. (2) 
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In Chapter 1,1 will point out that modem science's tendency to objectify and 
dehumanize aggravates the problem of the meaninglessness of existence, which 
has been man's concern for long. With man's over-reliance on science, an 
individual becomes objectified just like part of "the machinery of technology" 
and has no strong sense of himself as a subject. No matter how powerful 
science is, it still cannot help him to find a concrete meaning of life and neither 
can he himself with his limited perceptive power. He is also too finite to 
achieve his ideal goals for self-fulfillment and finds that the efforts he puts in 
his projects are meaningless or absurd. This sense of absurdity is intensified by 
the certainty of death. The mysterious power of death further induces in him a 
feeling of dread. 
Without a clear direction of life, man might at least try to seek 
fulfillment by living in a way true to himself, his own inclinations and wishes. 
Nevertheless, he is faced with the tension between his need of maintaining 
individuality and his need of others' support, as I will discuss in Chapter 2. 
As Spanos says in the second alternative above, the individual faces 
"overwhelming pressures to conform" while trying to maintain "his unique 
consciousness." The pressures do not just come from others to urge him to 
conform to social norms, but also from within himself, as he needs others' 
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confirmation for his individuality. However, at the same time, the influence of 
others can cause him to be alienated from himself, as it also hinders his 
fulfillment by infringing too much on his individuality. A proper balance of 
"intersubjectivity," that is the genuine interaction of two subjects, is hard to 
maintain. Usually, the individual has to compromise his individuality for the 
support of others. This tension further intensifies the meaninglessness of 
existence or the feeling of absurdity in modem man, as he cannot even fulfill 
himself by living his individuality to the full. Frost also suggests that a 
mysterious force might be at work to generate this kind of conflict for man. 
In face of the problems of confusion posed in Chapters 1 and 2，I will 
propose two solutions as revealed in Frost's poetry in Chapters 3 and 4. In 
Chapter 3,1 will discuss how man can use his power of choice to create 
meaning for himself, so that he can confront the arbitrariness of existence 
better, and also arrest the tension between individuality and conformity. He 
can define or give meaning to his actions as he is going on his life's journey. 
In other words, he does not passively follow a guiding principle in his life's 
journey. Instead, he actively creates his meaning through choice for self-
fulfillment. In this way, he is no longer faced with meaninglessness. 
However attractive this power of choice sounds, he might still have to face the 
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struggle between exercising his power for better fulfillment and conforming to 
social norms for the support of others. He also might not have real choice in 
some cases. Consequently, the effectiveness of choice is temporal or 
momentary. 
Another solution to the existential predicament as revealed in Frost's 
poetry is the power of the poet, which I will discuss in Chapter 4. A poet can 
create order out of chaos by his craft of words. He is to immerse in the 
meaninglessness or disorder of existence first in order to investigate it and 
then create a form out of it. The form or order is a momentary one and more 
importantly, an open one with endless re-formations as suggested by Spanos 
(15). Against a background of darkness, he offers the reader sparks of light, or 
some insights about existence, but not a coherent system about the truth or the 
meaning of existence. The poem provokes the reader to create his own 
meaning by giving some insights, which the latter might use as points of 
departure. Moreover, just as an individual makes meaning in the process of 
choice-making, the poet discovers meaning in the act of writing. In "The 
Figure a Poem Makes," Frost talks about his process of writing poetry as 
follows: 
The figure a poem makes. It begins in delight and ends in 
wisdom. The figure is the same as for love. No one can really 
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hold that the ecstasy should be static and stand still in one place. 
It begins in delight, it inclines to the impulse, it assumes 
direction with the first line laid down, it runs a course of lucky 
events, and ends in a clarification, such as sects and cults are 
founded on, but in a momentary stay against confusion. (17) 
By his work, a poet gives the reader delight in the process of reading a poem 
and also wisdom after reading it. The wisdom gained clarifies for the reader 
the confusion of existence for a short time, thus, "a momentary stay against 
confusion." 
I have replaced "confusion" with "darkness" in the thesis title, because 
"darkness" is to symbolize human beings' ignorance about the meaning of 
existence in their quest for fulfillment. "Darkness" is used also because 
images and symbols of darkness are often used in Frost's poetry to depict the 
confusion or disorder in existence. As with man's power of choice, the poet is 
faced with the pressure to compromise his individuality for soliciting others' 
support, nor does he have any real power to arrest the disorder in the world in 
some situations. Therefore, the power of the poet and man's power of choice 
can only bring about "a momentary stay against darkness"—a provisional 
solution to the problem of meaninglessness of existence. 
One can praise Frost for his humility. The poet does not claim to know 
or want to search for the entire truth about existence. Cook gives the following 
comment on Frost's poetry, “Man must recognize his limitations, of which one 
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of the most important is his ability to attain absolute truth. The principles of 
flux and contrariety in the nature of the world eliminate the possibility of 
absolute knowledge" (223-4). One may also criticize him for the elusiveness 
and incompleteness in his search and understanding of the truth, just as he has 
been criticized as "a spiritual drifter" by Yvor Winters (61). In the conclusion, 
I will comment on these two sides of the debate. I will also briefly talk about 
why the power of God is not proposed as a possible solution to the problem of 
meaninglessness in Frost's poetry. 
Throughout his oeuvre, from his earlier to later volumes of poetry, 
Frost has kept trying to clear the confiision of existence or to brighten the 
darkness of existence. At the beginning of his Complete Poems (1969), "The 
Pasture” invites the reader to join the poet in his quest for ftalfillment through 
clearing up the confusion in life. The speaker in this poem watches the water 
become clear and rakes the leaves in the pasture: 
I 'm going out to clean the pasture spring; 
I'll only stop to rake the leaves away 
(And wait to watch the water clear, I may): 
I shan't be gone long.一You come too. 
(1-4) 
He assures the reader that the journey will not last long but will be momentary 
and he urges him to come too. Now, let us set out on an existentialist reading 
of Frost's poetry. 
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Chapter 1 The Meaninglessness of Existence 
The rise of modem science has aggravated the problem of 
meaninglessness for human beings in that many have made science their 
religion. I would use "scientism" to denote this phenomenon. "Scientism" 
refers to "a belief in the omnipotence of scientific knowledge and techniques; 
also to the view that the methods of study appropriate to physical science can 
replace those used in other fields such as philosophy and, esp., human 
behavior and the social sciences" ("Scientism," def. 2). In other words, many 
people show an over-reliance on modem science, which renders them 
susceptible to its objectifying and dehumanizing tendencies. Science also 
cannot help people to fully comprehend the meaning of existence. Hence, they 
find life as meaningless as ever. Yet it is to be noted that the problem of 
meaninglessness has long existed, even before the rise of modem science. 
Humans are too limited in their perceptive power to grasp the ultimate truth or 
meaning about existence. Worse still, it might turn out that there is no such 
thing as the ultimate truth or the existence of a transcendent being like God to 
watch over man. Moreover, man often finds himself incapable of achieving his 
ideal ends. Thus, his effort may turn out to be meaningless. Last but not least, 
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the certainty of death intensifies the meaninglessness of existence all the more. 
The end of existence is inevitable for all and the mysterious power of death 
induces in man a feeling of dread. 
To begin with, I am going to talk about how over-reliance on science 
aggravates the problem of meaninglessness for humans. In Existentialism: 
Basic Writings, Charles Guignon and Derk Pereboom have put forward the 
following ideas about the relationship between existentialism and the rise of 
the modem worldview. Existentialism "results in part from the radically new 
view of reality created by the rise of modem science" (xiv). In the past, the 
world can be viewed as an "enchanted garden" as described by Max Weber 
where “nature is understood as a meaningful, value-filled order that 
determines the proper function and aim for each thing in advance" (xiv). Two 
groups of people clearly show this feature. One is the Greeks who believed in 
a “built-in order of nature (the cosmos) that determines what things should be 
like and how people ought to live"(xiv). Another group is the Christians in 
Medieval Europe who considered themselves as “having a pregiven goal in 
life--the goal of realizing God's plans for them on earth" (xiv). In the 
Renaissance, some people viewed reality as "a chain of being" in which 
everyone and everything has a “proper place." However, the rise of modem 
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science has brought about the "disenchantment of the world." that is, the 
inherent meaning in things is undermined. The utilitarian purpose rather than 
the humanistic purposes of things is emphasized, when "the great 
achievements of the early scientists were made possible by their ability to set 
aside their belief in the inherent meaningfulness of things in order to look at 
the world as consisting of a vast aggregate of inherently meaningless entities: 
the material objects in causal relations posited by natural science" (xiv-xv). 
The following four poems of Frost present some criticisms of science in 
fostering the meaninglessness of existence. 
“The Demiurge's Laugh" (A Boy's Will), which is about science as 
indicated by Frost (Marcus 35), portrays the predicament of man's being 
deceived and manipulated by science in a highly satiric tone. The speaker has 
been worshipping the demon of science and seeking after it to hear its laugh, 
though he knows that the demon is no true god. The laugh he seeks turns out 
to be a laugh aimed at himself from the demon: "The sound was behind me 
instead of before, / A sleepy sound, but mocking half. / As of one who utterly 
couldn't care." The demon does not let the speaker see itself when giving out 
the sleepy and mocking laugh to show its lack of care for his well-being and 
his disdain for him. In fact, the term "Demiurge" in the title is "a name for the 
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Maker or Creator of the world in the Platonic philosophy; in certain later 
systems, as the agnostic, conceived as being subordinate to the Supreme Being, 
and sometimes as the author of evil" ("Demiurge," def. 1). As an author of the 
"good" or a creator, science allows man greater efficiency in production and 
greater convenience in daily life. However, as an "author of evil，，or a 
destroyer, its tendency to look at the world chiefly in terms of objects reduces 
man's subjectivity and possibility of holistic development. In the name of 
higher productivity and greater creativity, this Demiurge might have come to 
hamper man's fulfillment with the illusions it brings about. When the speaker 
searches for the demon, he finds that he is "far in the sameness of the wood," 
meaning that he feels lost in the trip and fails to make out his location. 
Actually, the time at which he goes on the trip is "just as the light was 
beginning to fail" and night was going to fall. Thus, just as the visibility of 
physical objects weakens in the increasing darkness of the environment, his 
vision about his meaning of existence is also blurred under the objectifying 
and dehumanizing effects of science. Over-emphasis on the usefulness of 
science and disregard for the humanistic values intensify the meaninglessness 
of life. Man needs to confront the problem, but should not be like the speaker 
who tries to deceive himself and avoid confronting the plight: "I felt as a fool 
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to have been so caught, /And checked my steps to make pretense/ It was 
something among the leaves I sought." The speaker's indulgence in the 
fantasy of science and refusal to confront the reality reveals Frost's satire of 
modem man's making a religion of science. In other words, science has 
become "the religion of modernity." 
The objectification or dehumanization of human beings is more clearly 
revealed in "A Lone Striker" (A Further Range). The lone striker or worker is 
fired by the mill where he has been working, just because he has been late to 
work once. In contrast to the factory management's lack of compassion for 
him, he has a strong emotional attachment to his work as revealed in his 
projection of sad feelings onto the machine he has been working with there: 
The mill, though many-many-eyed, 
Had eyes inscrutably opaque; 
So that he couldn't look inside 
To see if some forlorn machine 
Was standing idle for his sake. 
(He couldn't hope its heart would break.) 
(11-16) 
His personification of the machine reveals that he is committed to the job and 
treasures it as part of this life, so to be detached or to be torn away from it 
hurts him, making him feel ”forlorn" and almost "heart-broken." In this way, 
with the increasing use of science and to be specific, mechanization, the 
factory management treats him as a working object for production only but not 
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a subject who has feeling and holds values towards what he does. Spanos's 
explanation of the relationship between the increased use of science and the 
dehumanization of man offers some insights into the plight facing this worker 
and many others in modem society: 
According to the existentialists, scientific rationalism and its 
counterpart in practical life, the technological society, locate 
reality in the objective realm of measurable matter, and value in 
the production and utilization of objects. In so doing, they 
subordinate man to the tool, consciousness to efficiency, and 
the individual to the social and productive organizations 
(including educational institutions). By the inescapable logic of 
this system of valuation, the individual becomes dehumanized. 
Defined according to his function and evaluated by the degree 
of his utility, he is reduced to the status of an object like other 
objects of nature, or, to use Martin Buber's term, a manipulable 
IT. (3) 
Since the worker fails to meet the standard of punctuality required by the 
management, he has lost part of his utility or use value as a "tool" for efficient 
production and thus is to be sacked or "disposed of." In this way, the worker 
is only an object to be manipulated by the management. In their eyes, he is 
much less than a person or subject but "a manipulable IT" in the eyes and 
hands of the management. In response to the inhuman treatment, the worker 
goes into nature, into a wood to reaffirm his subjectivity and to seek 
fulfillment for himself as a strike against the dehumanizing acts of the factory: 
He knew a path that wanted walking; 
He knew a spring that wanted drinking; 
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A thought that wanted further thinking; 
A love that wanted re-newing. 
(43-46) 
Nature helps him to feel whole again as he ponders over some thoughts which 
need more thinking just as a path needs to be walked on to be well leveled for 
use. He also feels more content as he renews a love, just as a spring wants 
drinking so that its existence can be ascertained. Profound thinking and loving 
foster his growth as a person and accelerate his ftilfillment. In fact, this poem 
is a pastoral poem in which Frost portrays the existential plight of modem man 
in the face of industrialization and proposes how he can alleviate it. Just as 
John F. Lynen points out, in Frost's pastoral poems, his "dominant motive is to 
reassert the value of individual perception against the fragmenting of 
experience resulting from modem technology" (185). In nature, man can 
affirm his existence as a wholesome person capable of thinking and feeling. 
Just like the "lone striker" in the poem, man does possess productive power or 
working capacity, but that is only a part of his being as a person. That part is 
also less significant than his capacity to think, to feel or even to will. The 
"lone striker" surely needs to exercise his willpower to choose to go on strike 
alone in his venturing out into nature in search of fulfillment. 
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Apart from hindering man's fulfillment with its objectifying and 
dehumanizing effects, science also cannot help man to fully comprehend the 
meaning of existence. When the speaker in "An Encounter" 
(Mountain Interval) is looking around in a swampy area, he bumps into a 
telegraph or telephone pole which is “a resurrected tree, / A tree that had been 
down and raised again-- / A barkless specter." In modem society, many trees 
have been cut down for constructing telegraph and telephone poles for more 
efficient communication of news between human beings. The poles drag 
"yellow strands / Of wire with something in it from men to men." The speaker 
says to the pole that there are many poles like it nowadays and asks it what 
news it carries and where it is headed. There is, of course, no answer from it, 
because it is, after all, only a tool or medium for questions and answers 
between human beings but not a thinking subject capable of communication. 
Thus, the speaker engages himself in a mock dialogue, pretending he is asked 
the question where he is headed for. "Me?" he answers himself: “ I'm not off 
for anywhere at all. / Sometimes I wander out of beaten ways/ Half looking for 
the orchid Calypso." He feels lost and unsure of his direction of life, though 
he is still hoping to achieve fulfillment for his existence. He is "still in pursuit 
of spiritual goals or clarifications, as symbolized by the rare Calypso orchid 
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that grows in swamps and has been nearing extinction in New England" as 
suggested by Mordecai Marcus (75). Though science as symbolized by the 
pole can offer man many conveniences for daily life like the efficient 
transmuting of many messages, it cannot help man to order his existence by 
giving him an overall meaning or direction of life. He is yet to search for it 
himself. 
The speaker in "The Star-Splitter" (New Hampshire) shares a similar 
longing for fulfillment and a similar disillusionment with the failure of science 
in helping him to achieve it. The speaker joins his friend, Brad McLaughlin, 
in his vain attempt to explore the ultimate truth about life by watching stars 
with a telescope: "to satisfy a lifelong curiosity /About our place among the 
infinities." The two of them do come up with some inspirations and insights 
about life: 
Bradford and I had out the telescope. 
We spread our two legs as we spread its three, 
Pointed our thoughts the way we pointed it, 
And standing at our leisure till the day broke, 
Said some of the best things we ever said. 
(82-86) 
Nevertheless, no matter how clearly and concisely the telescope christened 
‘‘the star-splitter" anatomizes or analyses life and offers man some sparks of 
insights, it is incapable of synthesizing the many facets of life to become a 
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whole and giving life an overall meaning. In other words, it cannot tell man 
for sure his actual place in the universe: 
We've looked and looked, but after all where are we? 
Do we know any better where we are, 
And how it stands between the night tonight 
And a man with a smoky lantern chimney? 
How different from the way it ever stood? 
(95-99) 
At the end of the process, they fail to attain what they have set out to obtain -
"their place among the infinities." Having had so much hope in science or in 
the use of the telescope for watching the stars, the speaker is as disillusioned 
and lost as ever about how to answer the fundamental questions about life 
such as his place and his purpose of existence. He even finds a greater gap 
between perception and reality, that is, his quest for the ultimate meaning of 
life as represented by the star-gazing experience and his everyday life as 
represented by his smoky chimney filled up with wind-blown leaves. A sense 
of absurdity is implied here. Even after all those efforts of star-gazing, he has 
not fully understood "his place among the infinities." 
Apart from the inadequacy of science, man's limited perceptive power 
also makes it impossible for him to grasp the meaning of existence. Frost 
poses this problem in the following two poems. In "For Once, Then 
Something" (New Hampshire), the search for the meaning of life is compared 
2 0 
to the speaker's looking down into a well. On one occasion, he manages to 
catch a vague glimpse of something like truth in the water but not a concrete 
picture of it, as it fades away within a short period of time: 
Once, when trying with chin against a well-curb, 
I discerned, as I thought, beyond the picture, 
Through the picture, a something white, uncertain, 
Something more of the depths - and then I lost it. 
(7-10) 
For a split moment, he perceives something white, some kind of insight about 
existence, against the ignorance about the meaning of life symbolized by 
"darkness." Unfortunately, it can be observed only momentarily, for some 
unfavorable circumstances — a ripple — has obscured it and obstructed man 
from grasping it fully: "[...] and lo, a ripple / Shook whatever it was lay there 
at bottom, / Blurred it, blotted out." Unable to see through the ripple to 
perceive that thing deep down in the water, he ends up with "a momentary stay 
against darkness" only but not a thorough enlightenment about existence. 
"Neither Out Far Nor In Deep" (A Further Range) further elaborates 
on man's limited perceptive power in seeking the ultimate truth about life. 
Incapable of an omniscient view, the seekers in this poem can only perceive 
the truth from one particular angle or perspective, thus having a grasp of truth 
that is "neither out far nor in deep": 
They cannot look out far. 
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They cannot look in deep. 
But when was that ever a bar 
To any watch they keep? 
(13-16) 
There is not even any bar or external object in the environment which 
obstructs their perception, as the rhetorical question at the end suggests. In 
other words, the truth has always been there for perception and many have 
tried very hard to seek the truth, too. The problem is only that man is too 
limited to perceive or grasp it fully. 
Worse still, the problem might turn out to lie not in man's limitation 
but in the fact that there is no ultimate truth about life to perceive or to live by 
at all. Even truths might not stay constant but change over time. Even when 
one believes one has got the truth to lc:id his life with a clear sense of direction, 
one might find his life disorderly again with the truth turning out to be false 
later. Just as the pastor in "The Black Cottage" points out, he would like to 
change the Creed a very little to please the younger members of the church if 
an elder woman whom he respects does not oppose it. Even a pastor, a leader 
of the church may be pressured to modify the truth. He even defends himself 
with irony: 
For, dear me, why abandon a belief 
Merely because it ceases to be true. 
It will turn true again, for so it goes. 
Most of the change we think we see in life 
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Is due to truths being in and out of favor. 
(105-110) 
His logic is ironic in that truths are just like clothes. That is to say, a piece of 
clothing which has gone out of fashion can become the latest fashion 
sometime later. Thus, one should keep it for later use. The truth about how 
one is to fulfill himself is compared to something as trivial as fashion. In this 
way, existence sounds very absurd indeed. Ultimately, there might be no such 
thing as truth about life or the pre-given meaning of life. 
According to existentialist thinking, man has no choice in coming into 
existence; he has begun to exist before he is aware of it. He feels empty and 
lonely when he realizes that he lacks a concrete direction to live by. Thus, he 
suffers from a feeling of abandonment or "throwness." It is Heidegger who 
has used this term "throwness” to describe man's existential predicament. 
John Macquarrie has given the term the following explanation: 
Man is thrown into existence, each one is thrown into his own 
particular existential situation. From the human point of view, 
it is rather like the throw of a dice. Just as you may throw a 
three or a six, so in life you may come up American or 
Vietnamese, white or black, affluent or destitute, ill-natured or 
good-natured, intelligent or stupid. There is no known reason 
why the throw should be one way rather than another. (149) 
Different human beings are thrown into different kinds of existences or 
situations by chance but not by the careful planning of an agent, just as a three 
or six is thrown in the throw of a dice. This sense ofthrowness is clearly 
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revealed in "Stars" (A Boy's Will). In the poem, the stars seem to be shining 
on the night-joumeyers to give them warmth. Their presence also gives the 
weary ones company and comfort by assuring them that someone more 
powerful than themselves does care about them and watch over them. They 
can be at rest for a while in the light of the stars: 
As if with keenness for our fate, 
Our faltering few steps on 
To white rest, and a place of rest 
Invisible at dawn — 
(5-8) 
However, in reality, the stars are quite indifferent about humans' well-being. 
After all, it is not actually the stars which have come down onto earth to 
accompany them, but only the invisible shadows of stars reflected on the 
snow-covered ground. Moreover, "Those stars [are] like some snow-white 
/Minerva's snow-white marble eyes / Without the gift of sight," so they cannot 
really perceive and understand the predicament of the night-joumeyers. They 
also lack any feeling for them, "with neither love nor hate." They just do not 
really care about them but induce in the weary ones nothing but a deep sense 
of life's arbitrariness. Frost has given the poem this gloss: "there is no 
oversight of human affairs" (Marcus 25). Interestingly, "oversight" has two 
very different or even opposite meanings. First, it means "supervision, 
superintendence, inspection; charge, care, management, control" ("Oversight," 
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def. la). Second, it means "the fact of passing over without seeing; omission 
or failure to see or notice, inadvertence" ("Oversight," 2a). If we take the first 
meaning into account, the gloss suggests that there is no superpower or 
transcendent being like God who shows care to man and oversees all he does. 
In terms of the second meaning, it suggests that God is so loving and powerful 
that He will never overlook any aspect of man's life, but takes good care of 
him in all his ways and days. Obviously, the first interpretation is more 
compatible with the message conveyed by the poem. Yet the second one is 
also useful for understanding the poem in that there can be an ironic undertone. 
People's firm belief in an all-loving and all-powerftil God whose face shines 
upon them is satirized. 
Therefore, it can be seen from the above discussion that human beings 
are clearly faced with the meaninglessness of existence under the objectifying 
and dehumanizing effects of science, man's own limited perception of truth 
� and the possibility that there is no ultimate truth and no God at all. Even so, 
they have to get on with their lives and work hard in projects which might turn 
out to be meaningless in the end. Often they cannot achieve their ideal ends, 
for example, emotional well-being and spiritual growth. According to 
Guignon and Pereboom, human existence is characterized by existentialists as 
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constantly involving "a profound tension or conflict, an ongoing struggle 
between opposing elements" (xvii). The two authors interpret "these opposing 
elements" as "basic desires" and "second-order desires" with the following 
explanation: 
Humans are not content with simply satisfying their basic 
desires, for they care about what kinds of beings they are, and 
they therefore reflect on the worth of the things they desire. 
Because they are capable of having aspirations and striving for 
something beyond the immediacy of their basic needs and 
drives, they are capable of forming second-order desires about 
their basic desires and can regulate their immediate responses 
in the light of higher goals and purposes, (xviii) 
However, there is always some difficulty in satisfying those second-order 
desires, resulting in a gap between desire and reality, that is, "life is 
experienced as a lack or emptiness that strives to fill itself up" (viii). In 
Heidegger's and Sartres, words, there is a gulf between "facticity" and 
"transcendence." Heidegger also thinks that human beings (which he calls 
"Dasein" or "being-there") are composed of both “embodiment，，and 
"freedom" (xix). Guignon and Pereboom also includes in their text 
Heiddeger's explanation of "facticity" and "transcendence" which is as 
follows: 
As part of nature, he says, Daesin "is thrown, factical, 
thoroughly embedded in nature through its bodiliness." But, at 
the same time, "as transcending, Dasein is beyond nature"; that 
is to say, "although, as factical it remains environed by 
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nature, . . .as transcending, i.e., as free, Daesin is something 
alien to nature." (xix) 
"Facticity" refers to the state where man is constrained by his bodily needs. In 
a sense, he suffers from "embodiment" in physical nature. "Transcendence" 
refers to the state where man surpasses his bodily constraints and reaches his 
psychological or even spiritual goals. In this state, he enjoys ”freedom” in 
going beyond his bodily constraints to aspire after loftier goals for better 
ftilfillment. Humans are often faced with the tension between staying in 
facticity and sublimating to transcendence. Those who try to achieve 
transcendence tend to find their efforts meaningless or even absurd, for they 
find it quite impossible to succeed after repeated trials. Four poems of Frost 
can be used to illustrate this point. 
The absurdity of human efforts in trying to achieve transcendence is 
shown in "Gathering Leaves" (New Hampshire). The speaker performs the 
job of gathering leaves day after day with the aim of filling the whole shed 
with leaves. At times, the leaves elude his embrace and flow over his arms 
into his face. At this point in time, he asks what the value of the "enterprise" 
is after all. The mountains of leaves or the many enterprises of man are 
ultimately of not much value or even of no value at all: 
Next to nothing for weight; 
And since they grew duller 
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From contact with earth, 
Next to nothing for color. 
Next to nothing for use. 
(17-21) 
Just as the accumulated mountains of leaves weigh less and less, look duller 
and duller, and become more and more useless over time, the products of 
man's labour might just amount to only a little more than nothing. This 
meaningless act of gathering leaves echoes the idea of vanity in Ecclesiastes in 
the Old Testament Bible. In fact, as Maurice Friedman points out (17), "the 
vanity of the ceaseless round of existence in Ecclesiastes ” is a clear 
forerunner of existentialism. The author of the book says: 
Then I considered all that my hands had done and toil I had 
spent in doing it, and behold, all was vanity and a striving after 
wind, and there was nothing to be gained under the sun ... 
Then I said to myself, "what befalls the fool will befall me also; 
why then have I been so very wise?" And I said to myself that 
this also is vanity. For of the wise man as of the fool there is 
no enduring remembrance, seeing that in the days to come all 
will have been long forgotten. How the wise man dies just like 
the fool! (New International Version, Eccles. 2. 11-16) 
What both the wise man and the fool get in the end is death and "no enduring 
remembrance"-their names and their very existence on earth will be forgotten. 
Thus, man's efforts to achieve transcendence are not of much value. Even so, 
he has no choice but to carry on with his toil, for he is impelled to do this by 
the tension between facticity and transcendence as mentioned earlier: 
Next to nothing for use. 
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But a crop is a crop, 
And who's to say where 
The harvest shall stop? 
(21-24) 
Though the "harvest" brings the speaker nothing but a crop of not much use, 
he has to keep gathering the leaves. Similarly, man has to keep striving for 
transcendence, though he knows for certain that it is an unreachable goal and 
his efforts will turn out to be meaningless. 
"The Exposed Nest" (Mountain Interval) conveys a similar message 
about the absurdity of human projects. In the poem, two people try their best 
to save a nest of young birds in an exposed nest vulner able to the scorching of 
heat and light. However, after that day when they first discover them and take 
care of them, the two fail to follow up on their condition. Thus, they do not 
know if the young birds have survived that night or if they have grown up to 
leam to fly, “ if the birds lived the first night through / And so at last to leam 
to use their wings". They have failed to achieve their aim of taking good care 
of them and making sure that they have healthy growth, as other things have 
occupied their finite attention. The two poems just discussed focus on the 
disappointing outcome of man's efforts in achieving transcendence. The 
following two poems focus more on the substantial gap between the ideal 
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outcome -- "transcendence" and the actual outcome -- "facticity" man ends up 
with. 
A dim picture is portrayed in "Leaves Compared With Flowers" 
(A Further Range). As shown in this poem, man might have made some 
mistake or have some inadequacies which lead to failure in achieving his ideal 
ends in his projects: "But unless you put the right thing to its [a tree's] root / It 
never will show much flower or fruit." The comparison as suggested by the 
title: "Leaves Compared with Flowers" suggests a sharp contmst-the petals of 
flowers look bright and sharp and happy, whereas the leaves look dull and 
dark and sad. All the speaker has is the latter, the dark leaves which are quite 
nothing compared to the flowers hoped for. A sense of frustration of the 
speaker is implied: 
Leaves and bark, leaves and bark, 
To lean against and hear in the dark. 
Petals I may have once pursued. 
Leaves are all my darker mood. 
(17-20) 
� 
These lines' lyrical quality resulted from the rhyme and rhythm projects a 
light-hearted attitude which contrasts with the heaviness and melancholy of 
the speaker who has the "darker mood." Perhaps this contrast is to show that 
he is used to such "darkness" in human existence and he is ready to confront it. 
Though this poem may not directly portray the failure of man's projects, it is 
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apt in expressing the resigned attitude and stoicism of an aspirant faced with 
failure. 
The speaker of "The Middleness Of The Road" (Steeple Bush) presents 
a promising picture or prospect for a skyward journey at the beginning: "The 
road at the top of the rise / Seems to come to an end / And take off into the 
skies." "Transcendence" is suggested by the road's end taking off into the 
skies. Yet this is probably a hope or fantasy only. Realistic details of the 
speaker's car offset this idealistic vision: 
The mineral drops that explode 
To drive my ton of car 
Are limited to the road. 
They deal with near and far, 
But have almost nothing to do 
With the absolute flight and rest 
The universal blue 
And local green suggest. 
(9-16) 
A great gap exists between illusion and reality, or in existentialist terms, 
between facticity and transcendence. The speaker's imagination, ”Fancy," has 
uplifted him with the promise of the rest and freedom as suggested by the blue 
sky and the green pasture. However, this hope is false. After all, to use the 
words of Marcus (198)，modem technology as symbolized by "the physical 
properties of the exploding gasoline，, cannot really allow the speaker to ascend 
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skyward to go beyond earthly obstacles. No matter what effective tools man 
uses and how hard he works, he would fail to achieve the ideal end or 
"transcendence." 
Apart from the anxiety resulted from limitations in man's capacity 
to achieve transcendence, death also intensifies the anxiety and the 
meaninglessness of existence. As Macquarrie says, 
Man's freedom and his quest for authentic personal being meet 
with resistance and sometimes with frustration. In any case, as 
far as the individual is concerned, existence ends in death. 
Perhaps the tragic side of existentialism is already implied in its 
starting point where human existence is set over against the 
being of the inanimate world. (4) 
Man learns about death and about the certainty of facing it sooner or later from 
others. He wonders why he should keep working hard when he is bound to 
become inanimate someday or he will no longer possess anything upon death. 
Death is, after all, not "an end in the sense of a goal or fulfillment" (152), but 
"the violent cutting off and interruption of life" (152). In fact, death is the 
only certainty for anyone's existence. In other words, the end of existence is 
the only thing man is certain of about existence. Thus, a great sense of 
absurdity is implied. In the following, I will first look into two poems which 
present death as an inevitable result of aging and then three poems which 
portray death as mysteriously powerful to man. 
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Both "An Old Man's Winter Night" (Mountain Interval) and "They 
Were Welcome to Their Belief (A Further Range) present the plight of a man 
due to aging. In the former, the old man is very weak. He has bad eyesight 
which is weaker than the lamplight in his hand: "What kept his eyes from 
giving back the gaze / Was the lamp tilted near them in his hand." He also has 
a bad memory, suffering from absent-mindedness: "What kept him from 
remembering what it was / That brought him to that creaking room was age." 
Alone and weak, he is probably living in fear, so the following lines are ironic 
in highlighting his helplessness and vulnerability to death: 
And having scared the cellar under him 
In clomping here, he scared it once again 
In clomping off - and scared the outer night, 
Which has its sounds, familiar, like the roar 
Of trees and crack of branches, common things, 
But nothing so like beating on a box. (9-14) 
These lines portray him as strong in that he fights against the winter night with 
its winds and wind-blown objects, but this is, of course, not true. To be strong 
is his desire but not the reality. He is in a reverie, meditating or even 
introspecting on his own thoughts, so he is: "A light he was to no one but 
himself / Where now he sat, concerned with he knew what, / A quiet light, and 
then not even that." The concluding lines of the poem hint at what is on his 
mind: "One aged man — one man - can't keep a house, / A farm, a countryside, 
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or if he can, / It's thus he does it of a winter night." He is not going to manage 
the task of maintaining the house and sustaining his own existence for long 
with his weakening physical and mental strength. What he can secure is his 
own death, as suggested by "winter" and "night." Just as Robert Philips 
contends, "the old man's unexpressed thoughts are about the imminence of 
death" (Marcus 66). 
This issue of aging and death is presented in a more light-hearted way 
in "They Were Welcome To Their Belief (A Further Range). The color of 
the old man's hair is the focus. Its whiteness as contrasted to the darkness of 
the night is used to highlight the aging and dying of the man. 
But whenever the roof came white 
The head in the dark below 
Was a shade less the color of night, 
A shade more the color of snow. 
(9-12) 
As death comes nearer and nearer, the old man has got more and more gray 
hair, hair more of the color of snow and less the color of night. The cause of 
his hair becoming grayer and grayer is searched throughout the whole poem. 
Towards the end, the speaker concludes that it could not have been grief or 
care that has stolen the "raven color of hair" from the old man, though "the 
overimportant pair," grief and care, would like to believe so: "Grief may have 
thought it was grief. / Care may have thought it was care." In fact, these two 
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lines appear twice in the poem, at the beginning and at the end. The repetition 
has the effect of emphasizing the impossibility of the two as the cause of the 
man's graying hair. Obviously, the "thief is aging which no man can combat. 
One can combat grief and care with better management of one's emotions, but 
one can never combat aging or degeneration of one's body or ultimately death. 
What one has achieved in his youth surely becomes nothing upon death. 
I will discuss the next three poems with the focus on the mysterious 
power of death. In "Out, Out-- “ (Mountain Interval), a boy accidentally has 
his hand almost mutilated by the saw he is using. Probably because of the 
excessive loss of blood, he dies soon after. The title "Out, Out--" recalls us to 
Shakespeare's line in Macbeth: ”Out, Out, brief candle; / life is but a walking 
shadow." Life is very fragile and short, just as the death of the boy reveals. 
He has struggled to keep his hand which is badly mutilated, but in vain. He 
has also struggled to keep his life by "holding up the hand, / Half in appeal, 
but half as if to keep, / The life from spilling." Yet death has overcome him: 
He lay and puffed his lips out with his breath. 
And then ~ the watcher at his pulse took fright. 
No one believed. They listened at his heart. 
Little ~ less -- nothing! -- and that ended it. 
(29-32) 
Just as his pulse becomes "little -- less -- nothing" in the end, his life also 
becomes "little -- less -- nothing." However youthful, energetic and 
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courageous he is, he cannot fight death but succumb to it, reaching the end of 
his brief existence on earth. When those around him, probably his family 
members, know about his death, they do not show much concern towards it: 
”[...]And they, since they / Were not the one dead, turned to their affairs." 
They feel very detached from the death, though it is that of a person they are 
familiar with or they have close blood relations with. They do not show any 
grief but indifference towards it. The others' apathy towards his death might 
be a kind of self-protection for themselves. They do not wish to be too 
emotionally involved, so that they do not have to think about the issue of death 
themselves. Their solution to the dread of death is avoiding to think or talk 
about it. They would rather focus on life and on what they can do with their 
life. 
In "The Draft Horse" (In The Clearing), a couple witnesses the death 
that comes upon their horse. As they are riding in the grove at night on their 
horse, a man suddenly comes out from the dark and stabs the horse to death: 
"The ponderous beast went down / With a crack of a broken shaft." To them, 
death is round the comer and incredibly powerful to get anyone or anything he 
wants. In fact, right at the beginning of the poem, the mysterious power of 
death is suggested: 
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With a lantern that wouldn't burn 
In too frail a buggy we drove 
Behind too heavy a horse 
Through a pitch-dark limitless grove. 
(1-4) 
The "pitch-dark limitless grove" symbolizes the unknown yet immense power 
of death. Compared to death, the couple is very weak as suggested by the 
states of their lantern, buggy and horse. Their lantern is not burning to lighten 
their way in the darkness. The buggy they are sitting in is frail and can 
collapse at any time. The horse that is pulling their buggy is heavy and doing 
its job as slowly as ever. Therefore, there is no doubt that death can 
overpower man easily. Without the horse, they have to endure the hardship of 
walking, as someone might want them "to get down / And walk the rest of the 
way," but what can be worse is the possibility of their being stabbed to death. 
Then they will not even have the chance to continue their journey of life. 
Thus, they have to continue their journey with the dread of death. 
In "Design" (A Further Range), we can see further the mysterious 
power of death shown through the process of a spider finding food. The 
speaker of the poem vividly portrays the picture of the spider's successful hunt 
as follows: 
I found a dimpled spider, fat and white, 
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On a white heal-all, holding up a moth 
Like a white piece of rigid satin cloth — 
Assorted characters of death and blight 
Mixed ready to begin the morning right, 
(1-5) 
All these three are white in color, an ironic contrast to the "design of darkness" 
in which they are all involved as "assorted characters of death and blight" or 
"like the ingredients of a witches' broth." The flower's name "heal-all" is 
very ironic when it takes part, though "nilly-willy," in the thorough destruction 
of the moth with its wings torn off like "a paper kite." The poem ends with an 
appalling yet sensible question: "What but design of darkness to appall? - If 
design govern in a thing so small." If such malice acts in the death in the 
animal world, perhaps worse malice can operate in the human world. 
As Frost reveals in his poetry, scientism or modem man's making a 
religion of science has aggravated the problem of the meaninglessness of 
existence. Not only does modem science impede man's ftilfillment with its 
objectifying and dehumanizing tendencies, but it also cannot help man fully 
comprehend the meaning of existence. An acute sense of absurdity and 
anxiety is created when man is aware of his limitations: his limitation in 
perceiving the truth about life, the possibility that there is no ultimate truth or 
God at all, the absurdity of striving for transcendence and the mysterious 
power of death. In view of this predicament, perhaps an individual can at least 
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try to achieve as much as possible fulfillment by living in a way true to 
himself. However, individuality may also be a luxury hard to attain. In fact, 
man is faced with the contradiction between his need for individuality and his 
need for the support of other people. Both needs are crucial to fulfillment, so 
the resultant tension and the shadow cast by social influence over the 
individual makes man anxious and doubtful about the worth of existence. I 
will discuss this issue in Chapter 2. 
V 
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Chapter 2 Tension and Alienation 
As I have discussed in Chapter 1，modem man is faced with the 
meaninglessness of existence, and this situation is aggravated by science's 
tendency to objectify and dehumanize. The anxiety about the emptiness in 
man is intensified when he fails to search a concrete meaning of existence for 
himself with his limited perceptive power. With his limited power to achieve 
his ideal goals and the certainty of his death, he finds a sense of absurdity in 
his life. In this chapter, I will put forward that the sense of absurdity is further 
intensified when the individual suffers from alienation from his self either 
when he is not understood by others or when he is overly influenced by others. 
In fact, one is faced with the contradiction between one's need of individuality 
and one's need of conforming to social norms for the support of others. 
Intersubjectivity, that is, the relations with others which involve mutual 
understanding and care can, in its less ideal form, bring both alienation 
between people and more importantly an individual's alienation from one's 
self. I will talk about the benefits and harmftil effects interpersonal 
relationships bring to an individual in relation to his fulfillment. I will then 
discuss some individuals' vain attempts in struggling to liberate themselves 
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from social bondage. Finally, I will discuss the futility of human efforts to 
combat the influence of society as a mysterious force more powerful than man 
might be at work. 
In the words of the existentialist Martin Buber, "a genuine relation to 
another person cannot be one-sided, dominating, or possessive; it must consist 
in openness and willingness to listen and receive as well as to speak and to 
give" (Macquarrie 81). Genuine communication is crucial to the 
establishment or development of a close relationship. Yet "distance" is to be 
kept between people when they establish relations with each other. 
Understanding is not to make people merge into each other, but "to be 
confirmed by the other, that is to say, I really become myself through the 
relation to the other" (82). Frost presents the bright side of interpersonal 
relations in helping man in his quest for fulfillment in the following four 
poems. 
The speaker in "A Time To Talk" (Mountain Interval) has a good start 
in his attempt to care for his friend who has come to him for a conversation. 
He has been working with his hoe and still has a lot of hills to be hoed. 
However, he does not hesitate to stop his work to see what is up with his 
friend who "calls to [him] from the road / And slows his horse to a meaning 
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walk." The speaker is sensitive to the need of his friend and is ready to show 
his care to this friend in some kind of need by listening or saying a few words 
to him: 
I thrust my hoe in the mellow ground, 
Blade-end up and five feet tall, 
And plod: I go up to the stone wall 
For a friendly visit. 
(7-10) 
From the context of the poem, it is not certain whether the speaker is able to 
understand his friend well or to help him. Yet at least it is certain that he 
shows the initiative to try to receive the ”friendly visit" and pay the cost of 
putting aside his own work for a while. This time for talk may turn out to be a 
heart-to-heart talk for them to reach out to each other, for the speaker to care 
for his friend. 
A very close relationship and good understanding between two persons 
who are lovers is shown in "The Telephone" (Mountain Interval). Even 
without the use of an actual telephone but via a flower, they can communicate 
and understand each other very well. I assume the first speaker to be a man 
and the second one a woman, as the first one is probably an admirer and suitor 
of the second one and takes the initiative to court her. The first speaker 
expresses that she has spoken to him "from a flower on the windowsill." The 
flower is just a symbol for his admiration of her; she is charming and meek 
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like a flower that invites butterflies and bees without her own awareness of it. 
More importantly, the flower can also signify their knowing each other's 
wishes even without talk but just with some kind of vibrations in their minds. 
They understand each other without the need of reliance on the telephone of 
modem technology but with their own kind of telephone. When the woman 
asks the man, "First tell me what it was you thought you heard." The man 
answers, "Someone said 'Co4r>e' — I heard it as I bowed." To stress their 
excellent understanding of each other, the poem ends with these two short and 
sweet lines: 
“I may have thought as much, but not aloud." 
"Well, so I came." 
(18-9) 
The woman means that she has thought about the coming of the man but not 
talked about it in words, that is, "not aloud." Yet the man has still "divined" 
her wish and has come. True love, not only romantic love as in this poem, but 
also other kinds of love, like friendship, prospers best with true understanding 
between humans and admiration for each other. The use of the telephone does 
allow man the chance of better communication, but what truly enhances 
understanding between humans is a sensitivity to others' feelings and an 
openness to others. 
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The benefits of intersubjectivity can also occur between individuals on 
the basis of a common ancestral origin. In "The Generations of Men" (North 
of Boston), the man and woman have purposefiilly come back to the same 
hometown to seek their heritage for self-fulfillment and unexpectedly get to 
know each other and attracted to each other. They get together because of 
their common descent from the Starks and their common goal of searching 
their heritage: "A governor it was proclaimed this time, / When all who would � 
come seeking in New Hampshire / Ancestral memories might come together." 
The fact that only the two of them have come in the rain reveals their earnest 
desire to search their roots and seek fulfillment. They have a long dialogue 
with each other starting from their origin and centering on their mutual history. 
Towards the end, they begin to be attracted to each other and show interest in 
seeing each other again. Thus, the poem ends with quite a romantic note: 
"Where shall we meet again?" 
"Nowhere but here 
Once more before we meet elsewhere?" 
"In rain?" 
“It ought to be in rain. Sometime in rain, 
In rain tomorrow, shall we, if it rains? 
But if we must, in sunshine." So she went. 
(208-212) 
It is in the rain that they have met with each other for this first time. Rain 
symbolizes the chance of their encounter which has been possible because of 
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their common origin and their mutual desire to fulfill themselves in relation to 
their origin. They agree on the idea that they are bound to meet again in future 
not necessarily for reasons of their common origin. The place is the same, but 
the time can be different; it can be a "rainy day" for the sake of their common 
origin but can also be a "sunny day" just for the two of them. But for their 
common heritage, they would not have this chance of getting to know each 
other and going on to the development of a closer relationship. One says: 
“But don't you think we sometimes make too much / Of the old stock? What 
counts is the ideals, / And those will bear some keeping still about." The other 
answers，“I can see we are going to be good friends." His answer seems to be 
irrelevant, but actually not. He means that he agrees with her totally and that 
they share the same standpoint. Therefore, the two of them can probably 
become good friends or even more than friends in the future. They both hope 
to preserve some of their heritage by upholding the ideals but not to be too 
bound by customs. Hence, the bond of ancestral heritage has brought the two 
together and facilitated their communication with each other. 
The above poems all reveal good or even close relations between 
people in support of each other. The following two poems depict distant 
relations between individuals which hinder self-fulfillment. In "A Rogers 
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Group" (Steeple Bush), the passers-by show an apathetic attitude towards a 
group of young mothers with their babies in their arms who are waiting at the 
wrong stops for the trolleys. The group is called "a Rogers Group" here, 
because there was an "American sculptor John Rogers (1829-1904) whose 
sentimental statuette groups, often of families, were popular during Frost's 
youth" (Marcus 200). Passers-by know about the mistake of the mothers but 
none corrects them. Thus, it is not till "a trolley car they hailed / Went by with 
clanging gong" did they leam of their mistake. The passers-by do not care to 
show the least care for them or just to say a few words for them to wait at the 
right place. Alienation between people is thus shown when they do not care 
very much about the needs of their neighbors. 
Severer alienation between people causes greater hindrance to self-
fulfillment with the lack of others' affirmation of oneself as revealed in 
"Home Burial" (North of Boston). The alienation between husband and wife 
becomes so serious that hostility begins to have a place in their relationship. 
The husband and wife express their respective and very different feelings and 
thoughts towards each other and towards the death of their child. They do not 
understand and accept each other very well. He gets over the death very 
quickly and easily, but she is still in trauma. She cannot even bear anyone 
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speaking of the child's death directly, while he insists that speaking of it is 
nothing harmftil as shown in "Can't a man speak of his own child he's lost?" 
and "God, what a woman! And it's come to this, / A man can't speak of his 
own child that's dead." They keep accusing each other. The husband accuses 
the wife of “overdoing" the matter, asking her: "What was it brought you up to 
think it the thing / To take your mother-loss of a first child / So inconsolably — 
in the face of love." He thinks that she should take it easy and not be so 
foolish any more as to mourn over the matter in the name of her maternal love 
for the dead child. He might also be a bit jealous of the dead child. She 
accuses him of digging the grave for his own dead child and also burying the 
child by himself: "If you had any feelings, you that dug / With your own hand 
~ how could you? ~ his little grave." She also accuses him of talking about 
some "everyday concerns" right after the digging and burying the child as if 
he had done something very trivial: "You could sit there with the stains on 
your shoes / Of the fresh earth from your own baby's grave / And talk about 
your everyday concerns." Further, she contends that he should be sadder than 
he has been over the child's death as well as other people's deaths. 
Not only are they not able to empathize with each other, but they also 
become hostile towards each other when the wife wants to go out of the house: 
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"You一oh, you think the talk is all. I must go— 
Somewhere out of this house. How can I make you “ 
" I f y o u — d o ! " She was opening the door wider. 
"When do you mean to go? First tell me that. 
I'll follow and bring you back by force. I willl—” 
(112-116) 
At this point, the husband becomes extremely furious and threatens to use 
violence to subdue her if she really tries to go out. The title, "Home Burial" is 
an ironic title in that the burial has brought out or unearthed the couple's 
different values. Though they have got married, they do not really know each 
other and accept each other, not to say admire each other. The child's death or 
burial acts as a kind of catalyst which sparks off a fight. Home is home sweet 
home when there is understanding but very bitter when the common bond is 
broken. Existentially speaking, the two lack "presence" with each other, as 
"Presence depends on a person's coming out of himself or transcending 
himself toward the others" (Macquarrie 83). To be present does not mean 
only being there. It means that a person tries his best to understand how the 
other feels or what it is like to be in the other's place. The self stretches itself 
towards and into other selves in empathy with them, so as to help them in 
fulfilling their needs. Yet this kind of presence is very rare. Absence is more 
common between people: they might be physically close to each other, but 
they are psychologically or emotionally far apart from each other. Obviously, 
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the husband and wife in this poem are insensitive and indifferent to each 
other's needs and feelings 
I have just discussed how close interpersonal relationships can foster 
one's fulfillment by the affirmation of self by others and how bad relationships 
can do otherwise. Interpersonal relationships can also intensify the emptiness 
of living by imposing on the individual norms to adhere to for 
others'recognition. According to Guigon and Pereboom, man is compelled to 
live in ways he is supposed to live but not in ways he himself wishes to, thus 
he ends up living inauthentically: 
In our day-day existence, we tend to drift along into the public 
ways of acting, doing what "one" does, and we assume that our 
lives are justified so long as we are conforming to the norms 
and conventions accepted in our social world.... At the same 
time, the fact that we have to play many different roles in our 
complex society means that our lives lack coherence and focus. 
We are expected to be "all things to people," capable of 
changing gears quickly as we move from family to work to our 
closest circle of friends. As a result, we tend to be dispersed 
and distracted, lacking any real cohesiveness and integrity as 
individuals, (xxxi) 
Man fails to have authenticity in his existence when he does not have his 
unique personality and potential discovered, developed or utilized. That is to 
say, he becomes alienated from himself, in Heidegger's words, "alienation 
from one's own self (xxxii-xxxiii). In other words, he is a stranger to himself, 
not knowing himself, and he also cannot distinguish himself from the role he 
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plays in society or from other people. He fails to ascertain his own concrete 
and particular existence in the world. This is an "inward" kind of alienation. 
In the following two poems, Frost reveals two cases in which man is 
alienated from himself and has not much hope of getting better acquainted 
with himself. The worker in "The Self-seeker" (North of Boston) fails to 
fulfill himself. His fantasy of fulfillment falls short when he worker has his 
feet badly injured in an accident at work. He tells his friend, Willis, 
"everything goes the same without me there." He deeply feels that his absence 
from the post does not affect the operations of the workplace much; his 
existence there is only functional. However, the job can determine whether he 
is to live or die. In other words, it can be an issue of life and death to him: 
"What we live by we die by." When he can use such a short and apt phrase to 
describe his work, this means that he is not only aware of the plight but also 
accepts it readily. Thus, in the workplace, the worker is no "self-seeker" really, 
but is exploited by his boss. He, however, is one in his "flower valley." He 
refuses to say that he is selling the flowers because the flowers are invaluable 
to him. In fact, they symbolize his hope for fulfillment. They are full of 
vitality and variety, as contrasted to his job which is boring routine work and 
also "life-taking" work. A young girl, Anne, has come to visit him with a few 
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flowers to remind him of this hope in his life, to live an authentic life different 
from most of the others who exist in "living death" in their work. When 
asking Anne if she has brought a kind of flower called "Yellow Lady's 
Slipper" to him, she answers: 
"Well, wait— it's common—it's too common.” 
"Common? 
The Purple Lady's Slipper's Commoner." 
"I didn't bring a Purple Lady's Slipper. 
To You—to you I mean—they're both too common." 
(141-144) 
She knows him very well and understands that he is not the common kind of 
person who sets his eyes on money, which is generally considered important 
in society. In this way, he is quite peculiar just like his choice of flowers. He 
is thankful to her for her understanding, but also regretful to her for not having 
brought her to gather flowers with him because he cannot walk now. He 
himself wishes to respond to the pull of the flowers, his hope for fulfillment, 
but he is now handicapped and has become the "Broken One" in an industrial 
accident: "Pressed into service means pressed out of shape." Since he is 
handicapped now, he would like Anne to ‘‘do the scouting in the field" for him, 
to tend and gather flowers for him. He does not care in the least about the 
amount of insurance money he can get for the injury. His friend, Willis, is 
much more concerned about that. The lawyer and Willis quarrel over the 
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amount and the worker, the "Broken One," is irritated with them for caring so 
much about things as unimportant as money. Though he is now handicapped, 
he still considers money trivial because he treasures self-fulfillment more as 
symbolized by his concern over the flowers. He accepts the amount of five 
hundred dollars and does not want to get involved in any argument over 
money. Though Willis cares very much about the "Broken One," he does not 
fully understand him as Anne does. Therefore, the "Broken One" says to 
Willis: "You don't know what I mean about the flowers. / Don't stop to try to 
now." The ending is quite sad, with the "Broken One" flinging his arms 
around his face. He may be crying and does not want others to see his tears. 
His failure to live according to his own wishes is thus shown symbolically. 
"A Servant to Servants" (North Of Boston) portrays a housewife's 
plight of lacking a concrete sense of herself as a person because of her 
exhausting, machine-like service to people who lodge in her house. She seems 
to live and work for performing the chief function of serving the lodgers but 
hardly has any time to herself to reflect on her life and to have a dialogue with 
herself: 
It's rest I want — there, I have said it out — 
From cooking meals for hungry hired men 
And washing dishes after them — from doing 
Things over and over that just won't stay done. (49-52) 
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In addition, she has also been under the influence of her uncle who suffered 
from a mental breakdown. He is kept in a cage by her father because of his 
irrational acts. He would tear anything they put into the cage into pieces and 
he would not wear any clothes but parade with them on his arms. He would 
shout dreadful things about love continually until exhausted. She has been so 
influenced by him that she thinks she would take his place someday and dwell 
in fantasy but not in reality: “I often think of the smooth hickory bars. / It got 
so I would say — you know, half fooling ~ / 'It's time I took my turn upstairs 
in jail'." In fact, she has been to a state asylum and that is the only time she 
has been away from home. 
The presence and action of a camper outside her house inspires her to 
flee from the plight and venture out for her own fulfillment. She wishes to 
follow his suit: 
“I almost think if I could do like you, 
Drop everything and live out on the ground. 
But it might be, come night, I shouldn't like it, 
Or a long rain. I should soon get enough, 
And be glad of a good roof overhead. 
(161-165) 
She has mixed feelings or internal conflict about venturing out, as she has got 
so used to living and working in a protected environment. She is afraid of 
facing dangers or taking risks outside. Her marriage to Len also obstructs her 
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from venturing out and so does her obligation to serve the lodgers who are 
also servants to her husband. The couple is not really living for themselves 
but living according to some rules imposed on them. However, she is 
fascinated with the freedom the camper enjoys and the intimacy with himself 
he cherishes, as contrasted with the bondage she suffers and the alienation to 
herself she hates. She wants to break herself free from this bondage. Thus, the 
camper out there is a kind of savior whom she adores and probably admires as 
a potential lover: "I've lain awake thinking of you, I'll warrant, / More than 
you have yourself, some of these nights." This poem can, therefore, be read as 
a love letter to this camper. No matter what, she seems to want to choose to go 
if the camper is with her, as she says to him: "The worst that you can do / is 
set me back a little more behind." She urges him not to go away but to stay, 
that is, to slow down a bit in his process of fulfillment, so that her own attempt 
at fulfillment can appear to be less inadequate. The word "worst" seems too 
strong to go with "a little" backwardness, but it may be apt to show just how 
very desperate she is to fulfill herself. Yet the chance of her realizing her wish 
is quite slim, as the camper may just ignore her or turn down her request. Her 
husband may also stop her from venturing out. 
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In discussing the following three poems, I will focus on how the 
characters attempt to combat alienation by distancing themselves from others 
or from the technological society. They do not, however, end up with success. 
In Chapter 1,1 have discussed the impact of science on man's value of 
existence as shown in "A Lone Striker" (A Further Range). Here we can 
focus on the conflict that occurs between self and society when the individual 
seeks fulfillment. The immediate sacking of the speaker by the factory 
management reveals that he is not seen as an individual who has a sense of 
commitment to his work. The management treats him as something like a cog 
in a machine. Sarcastically, he projects his sad feelings onto the machine by 
saying that it is feeling forlorn and its heart will break. The curse of being 
fired is, in fact, a blessing in disguise for him. Unemployed, he is free and 
takes the time to retreat to the woods. There, he re-discovers himself and 
fulfills himself by further developing his thoughts and love. In the presence of 
nature, he can ascertain his own presence: 
He knew another place, a wood, 
And in it, tall as trees, were cliffs; 
And if he stood on one of these, 
，Twould be among the tops of trees, 
Their upper branches round him wreathing, 
Their breathing mingled with his breathing. 
(36-41) 
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Close to nature, he can feel his humanity, his consciousness as a human being 
clearly. Despite this rediscovery of himself, he still wishes to go back to the 
others for their support: 
If there should ever come a day 
When industry seemed like to die 
Because he left it in the lurch, 
Or even merely seemed to pine 
For want of his approval, why, 
Come get him — they knew where to search. 
(57-62) 
On the surface, he seems to be defiant when he satirically says that he may be 
needed if the textile industry comes across some problems in its operation and 
that he is willing to help. Deep down, he may be just making excuses to return 
to society，as it may be too isolating to be a "lone striker" who seeks 
fulfillment apart from all others. He might be willing to compromise his 
personal ideals in exchange for the company and recognition of others. He can 
try to strike a balance between self-fulfillment and societal acceptance, but this 
balance is probably quite difficult to maintain. 
"Some Science Fiction" (In the Clearing) presents the conflict between 
an individual who is aware of the limitations of science for man's fulfillment 
and the general public's unquestioning admiration of science, the new religion 
of modernity. The speaker is taking “life at a walk / In philosophic talk,，， 
which is much slower than the others and makes him look like "an Old Slow 
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Coach." He engages himself in a philosophic monologue about the meaning of 
existence according to which he may walk his road of life. In this way, he is 
like a heretic who does not follow the "gospel of science." He thinks the 
"devout followers" of science might punish him for this mistake by using him 
as a guinea pig for their experiments in outer space. 
They may end by banishing me 
To the penal colony 
They are thinking of pretty soon 
Establishing on the moon. 
(21-24) 
Probably, he is to be the wastrel in the eyes of the devout followers. Yet he 
thinks that he is too good to be wasted in an experiment; someone else who is 
a real wastrel should be sent. He would rather live like his friend, Hyde, who 
lives in splendid isolation on Crow Island and preserves his individuality there 
(Marcus 226-7). Yet he is aware of the fact that the isolation is incomplete as 
the last line says: "The isle is not an isle because of an isthmus." The island is 
not a real island as there is an isthmus that connects it with the mainland. 
Similarly, no matter how hard the speaker tries to isolate himself from others, 
he is still under the influence of others' fanatic worship of science. Though he 
does not actively worship science, he is treated as an object under its influence. 
The speaker in "Good Hours" (North of Boston) has first achieved 
some success in getting better acquainted with himself but later shows a desire 
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to give up his own success for others' support. The speaker has turned the 
resolution of going back into action, too. The word "good" in the title is 
ambiguous in that the hours the speaker spends outdoors alone are enjoyable at 
first but later become a source of repentance for him. At the beginning, with 
nobody to talk to, he goes out for a "winter evening walk." During the walk, 
he enjoys himself very much. He also feels contented with the company of 
people in his imagination. That is, he looks at a row of cottages covered with 
snow and imagines that inside is a group of youthful people who is enjoying 
violin music. He finds this imagined company is good enough for him, 
probably because he can have the influence of others on him very much 
reduced and maintain his self as much as possible. In fact, he goes further and 
further away from where he lives, “till there were no cottages found." At this 
point, he comes to be contented with himself only and without any real or 
imagined human company at all. However, at the same time, he begins to feel 
guilty about this attitude and action. He finds that he has an obligation to 
involve himself in relations with others. Therefore, he heads back with a 
strong sense of guilt and a heavy heart: 
Over the snow my creaking feet 
Disturbed the slumbering village street 
Like profanation, by your leave, 
At ten o'clock of a winter eve. (13-16) 
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He finds himself unworthy of forgiveness to the extent that he uses a really 
strong and serious word "profanation" to describe his making noise in walking 
back in the village streets. He exaggerates his mistake or wrongdoing so very 
much as if he had committed a big sin. Social pressure has urged him to go 
back and give up the chance of seeking his own meaning of life outside of 
society. 
Apart from describing the tension between an individual's attempt to 
secure his self and his need for the support of others, Frost has further 
suggested in the following two poems that some kind of force in the universe 
generates the predicament of the conflict between the self and the society. 
This conflict would only intensify the feeling of helplessness and the sense of 
meaninglessness of existence, as man becomes anxious about the existence of 
a mysterious and powerful force which can easily cause him to be alienated 
from himself. 
In "Mending Wall" (North of Boston), whether or not walls are to be 
built between people is discussed. A saying by Joseph F. Newton goes like 
this: "People are lonely because they walls instead of bridges." This saying 
may show why the poem is often thought to be suggesting that alienation 
between people is undesirable. In the poem, the speaker satirizes his 
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neighbor's insistence on mending the wall between them by saying that his 
apple trees will not go over to the neighbor's side to eat the cones under the 
pines. By "Something there is that doesn't love a wall," the speaker may mean 
that communication and understanding between them will be hindered by the 
wall. They shall just leave the fallen wall the way it is. However, the 
presence of a wall may mean more than this. 
As Marcus reveals, a large body of commentary on this poem is "an 
illustration of a person's struggle for balance between withdrawal and 
commitment, individuality and socialization" (43). This suggests that walls 
are not totally undesirable, as they provide the space for a person's withdrawal 
and his preservation of individuality. More importantly, a person has to try 
and tackle the tension between living as a unique person and living as a 
member of society by conforming to its norms. From this point-of-view, 
"Something there [...] that doesn't love a wall" undermines the wall's 
existence: 
Something there is that doesn't love a wall 
That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it 
And spills the upper boulders in the sun, 
And makes gaps even two can pass abreast. (1-4) 
Since the wall can help man to preserve his individuality, "something," a 
mysterious powerftil force in the universe prevents man from having some 
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private space for himself by destroying his wall-mending efforts. The speaker 
is well aware of this and tries to convince his neighbor of the futility of his 
efforts, as Marion Montgomery argues: 
The narrator questions the necessity of the wall in an effort to 
make the neighbor think and come out of the darkness of mind 
he is walking in. Both men know that good fences make good 
neighbors, but only one of them knows why or that the wall is 
more than a barrier between neighbors. Something in the world 
doesn't like a wall between a man and the world or between a 
man and his neighbor. Something wants all walls down so that 
individual identity may be destroyed. (147) 
The speaker would like his neighbor not to just mend the wall again and again 
without thinking about why the wall falls down each time after mended. It is 
true that "Good fences make good neighbors," but "There is something that 
doesn't love a wall," and that "something" more powerful than them is 
determined to destroy their individuality. This induces in man a sense of 
anxiety and a feeling of absurdity in their efforts to preserve their individuality. 
A force in the universe that keeps trying to destroy the individual's 
efforts to get acquainted with himself is in more forceful operation in "The 
Lockless Door" (New Hampshire). It comes to the house of the speaker and 
keeps knocking at his door. Its aim is to force him out of his isolation to 
involve him in society. In face of the great opposing power, the man decides 
to withdraw from his many years of seclusion from society. Why the door is 
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"with no lock to lock" is uncertain. Perhaps the locklessness implies that a 
human being really has the need of others' support and recognition, though he 
surely has the need of keeping his individuality. This reflects the fact that it is 
impossible for anyone to be completely secluded from society. The knocks 
come repeatedly from the door, showing determination. In response to the 
force, the speaker climbs out of the window: 
So at a knock 
I emptied my cage 
To hide in the world 
And alter with age. 
(17-20) 
He is forced to modify his standpoint of isolating himself and be more 
socialized. However, since he views the isolation he has been living and 
hiding in as "my cage," he has gone from one cage into another, a bigger one 
which is the world. This bigger hiding place suggests that he fares better there 
with more space in his new cage. This implies that he still has the strong wish 
to isolate himself as much as he can, though he is under the threat of an 
� opposing force much stronger than he. He is bound to face enormous tension 
between succumbing to the force and sustaining his individuality. 
As revealed in Frost's poetry, man faces enormous tension between 
maintaining his individuality and securing the support of others in his quest 
for flilfillment. Interpersonal relationships can help him in his fulfillment by 
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offering him affirmation, but they can also hinder his fulfillment by making 
him estranged from his inner self. Therefore, one may struggle to be 
acquainted with oneself by giving up the support of others. In this way, at 
least, one can live in an authentic way and be true to oneself in a world that 
gives no concrete sense of direction. Yet one finds it hard to detach oneself 
from society or from others, both because of one's desire of keeping relations 
with others and also because of the opposition of a mysterious force in the 
universe. In face of this problem of living as an unique individual as 
presented in this chapter and the problem of meaninglessness of existence as 
described in Chapter 1,1 am going to explicate in the next two chapters two 
main solutions: man's power of choice and the power of poetry as revealed in 
Frost's poetry. 
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Chapter 3 Man's Power of Choice 
In face of the meaninglessness of existence and the difficulty of living 
as a unique individual as discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, man may exercise his 
power of choice by creating his own meaning. In his quest for fulfillment, he 
may define or give meaning to his actions. Instead of bearing in mind a fixed 
plan or a guiding principle, he is active in making meaning through choice as 
he moves on in his life's journey. Thus, he manages to alleviate the problem 
of meaninglessness and that of being assimilated by society. However, he is 
also faced with the struggle between exercising his power to preserve his 
individuality and conforming to social norms for obtaining others' support. In 
some situations, he also may not have the real choice that he thinks he has. 
As put forward by Sartre, man is to bear in mind that "existence 
precedes essence" (Macqurrie 3). He explains this line as follows: "We mean 
that man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world-and 
defines himself afterwards. If man, as the existentialist sees him, is not 
definable, it is because to begin with he is nothing. He will not be anything 
until later, and then he will be what he makes of himself (3). Guigon and 
Pereboom explain the idea in plainer terms: "there is no fixed essential nature 
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of humans that determines in advance how humans ought to live or inevitably 
will live. Instead, each of us decides his or her own definitive make up or 
essence (character, personality, individual lifestyle, and so on) through his or 
her own choices" (xx). He can freely choose any perspective from which to 
interpret his existence, his relationships with others and other issues. In this 
way, social-historical norms are not constraints to him any more. Man does 
face limitations in his attempts to actualize his aspirations in reality, but his 
power of choice gives him the freedom to create his own meaning: ”[...] 
although our facticity predefines the types of options available to us agents, 
the actions we take in interpreting and handling our factical situations define 
the meaning the situations have" (xxix). Sartre even argues that humans are 
"condemned to be free" (xxvi). One has to make choices, whether one wishes 
to do so or not, as one would "encounter" one's freedom everywhere one turns 
and one is responsible for the consequences of each choice. Not every 
existentialist strongly emphasizes the individual's freedom to choose the 
meaning of reality as Sartre does. In fact, the existentialists have no consensus 
about the nature and extent of freedom. Kierkegaard points out that there is a 
risk to the extreme kind of freedom Sartre envisions: the ”despair of 
possibility" that stems from the "lack of necessity" (xxx). Since there is no 
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necessary definition or interpretation for any reality, man might be overcome 
by excessive possibilities and feel lost as to know what to think or what to do 
in face of these possibilities. 
In "Trial by Existence" (A Boy's Will), the speaker discloses a 
"secret," an unknown yet very important point about the existence of man, that 
is, man has the power of choice to decide whether or not to come into 
existence on earth. If a soul chooses to have a "trial by existence," God uses 
"a broken flower of gold" as a "mystic link" to bind a body onto his spirit until 
death. Yet he would forget about the choice: 
But always God speaks at the end: 
"One thought in agony of strife 
The bravest would have by for friend, 
The memory that he chose the life; 
But the pure fate to which you go 
Admits no memory of choice, 
Or the woe were not earthly woe 
To which you give the assenting voice." 
(49-56) 
Instead of thinking that he is thrown into existence or into the world without 
having chosen to be there, he can choose to believe that he has made the 
choice of "incarnation," of existing in the world. He even knows the whole 
story of what he is going to experience on earth before deciding whether to go 
for the trial. That story is full of suffering which God has not hidden from him. 
God has presented the whole picture of the suffering of the earthly journey as 
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"life's little dream, / But naught extenuates or dims, / Setting the thing that is 
supreme." This oblivion about the choice has the effect of making the trial by 
existence more adventurous and more daring, as Richard Poirier suggests: 
"Even after a soul is saved, even after the 'bravest that are slain' on earth find 
themselves in heaven, they discover another opportunity for bravery and 
choice, an opportunity all the more daring because the choice will not, once 
taken, even be remembered" (44). When a person recalls that he has chosen to 
involve himself in a trial, he will probably be more ready to try his best to 
endure it, as he is to be responsible for his own choice. Therefore, without the 
memory of the choice and the sense of responsibility, one is to be more 
courageous to confront the suffering involved in this "trial of existence." 
Courage, therefore, is a crucial element for man to push forward in his journey 
of existence: 
'tis of the essence of life here, 
Though we choose greatly, still to lack 
The lasting memory at all clear, 
That life has for us on the rack 
Nothing but what we somehow chose; 
Thus are we wholly stripped of pride 
In the pain that has but one close, 
Bearing it crushed and mystified. (65-72) 
The pain has one close, that is, death. Upon death, his body will depart from 
his spirit and he will suffer no more. Realizing that he needs more and more 
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courage to persevere in existence, he finds himself really limited and so he is 
no longer proud of himself enough as to think that he can do anything. The 
challenge of the trial makes existence meaningful for him in that he uses his 
willpower to endure suffering. After death, the soul goes back up to heaven 
and he may choose to take another "trial by existence": "[...] the utmost 
reward / Of daring should be still to dare." The trial goes on and on in a cycle 
if the individual chooses to take it again and again. Hence, choice and courage 
are both needed for a person to confront existence; the former for taking the 
chance to exist with foreknowledge of the suffering on earth and the latter for 
trying his best to endure suffering. 
Therefore, from the existentialist's point of view, one can choose to 
think that existence starts after a person chooses it as proposed by the above 
poem. When man disposes of the idea of thrownness, of being thrown into 
existence, he is probably more ready to make the best out of his existence by 
giving meaning to his actions through choice and persevering in his quest for 
fulfillment. In fact, choice is a main theme in a number of other poems of 
Frost, some of which I will discuss later. Just as George W. Nitchie contends: 
Frost has written any number of poems that have such acts of 
choice as their dynamic center-choices that have been made, 
choices that will be made or that must be made, choices that 
have not been made. It is, of course, true that such acts of 
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choice are among the inescapable consequences of conscious 
life and hence of literature—any literature, from Homer to 
contemporary magazine fiction; but I think their persistence in 
Frost's work means more than the obvious fact that Frost is a 
writer. I think, in fact, that they are his theme, not simply a 
circumstance within which he develops his themes. For Frost, 
man can very nearly be defined as a choice-making animal; he 
fulfills himself in the act of choosing, deliberately and, at his 
best, with a sense of consequences. (158) 
Choice, then, is an important element which distinguishes man from other 
kinds of animals. It lets man decide how to live his life to the full while 
considering the consequences. Frost's emphasis on choice echoes only too 
well with the existentialist concept of choice. Frost's biographer, Lawrance 
Thompson even uses the word "conviction" to denote this emphasis of Frost's: 
"He [Frost] was communicating his conviction that, mysteriously, nothing 
happens to us in life except what we choose to have happen" (Thompson 43). 
As Thompson reveals in this line, Frost may think that choice determines the 
development of a person's life story--all what he encounters in his existence. 
In face of the meaninglessness of existence and the conflict between 
preserving his individuality and securing the support of others, an individual 
can create meaning for his own existence with determination as shown in the 
following three poems. In "Into My Own" (A Boy's Will), the speaker is 
resolute to go on a quest for his own meaning of existence or his own way of 
living, as symbolized by his going into a wood on his own. In the quest, he 
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expects to discover more and more meaning for himself, so that he can better 
achieve fulfillment for himself. He is very much attracted to the "dark trees," 
as they are to him not the "merest mask of gloom, / But stretched away unto 
the edge of doom." The words "stretched away" suggest immense possibilities 
for the discovery and exploration of his own meaning of existence or his own 
way of fulfillment. He is fascinated with the adventure involved in the quest, 
as there is a lot unknown about existence which he can strive to find out. The 
"doom" may suggest that he might be lost when he ventures out alone to seek 
meaning for nmjseif. There is no one to advise or support kini. He has to take 
the risks and bear the consequences all alone. Despite potential danger, he is 
very resolute about his decision and even wants to influence others to do the 
same: 
I do not see why I should e'er turn back, 
Or those should not set forth upon my track 
To overtake me, who should miss me here 
And long to know if still I held them dear. 
(9-12) 
He firmly believes that he will not change his mind and will not refrain from 
discovering his own meaning. He urges those who miss him to overtake him 
and find out if he misses them all the same. Probably he misses them, but he 
is willing to pay the cost of severing ties with his loved ones. He may also 
want others to come to him and see how well he fares in his quest for 
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fulfillment, so that others may go on quests of their own, too. He is very 
confident of the benefits of his choice: "They would not find me changed from 
him they knew - / Only more sure of all I thought was true." Frost has given 
this note to the poem: "The youth is persuaded that he will be rather more than 
less himself for having forsworn the world" (Marcus 23). By going "into his 
own," he can achieve a more authentic selfhood. To the speaker, it is better to 
have more of himself than less of himself. Thus, it is worth his while to 
forsake the relations with others with no turning back. He is sure that he will 
not retreat and he will not regret about his decision of going "into his—own." In 
fact, this poem is placed at the beginning of Frost's first volume of poetry ” A 
Boy's Will," which is a very strategic position. Perhaps Frost hints that a key 
idea in much of his poetry is that man is to find or choose his own meaning of 
existence for fulfillment. In the quest, man must be willing to pay the cost of 
bearing loneliness and meeting with danger alone. He is not only able to 
avoid the influence of society but he is also capable of exerting influence on 
others by his action. 
The attractiveness or pull of the quest is further described in "The 
Sound of Trees" (Mountain Interval). The speaker has been first annoyed but 
later attracted to the quest for fulfillment as symbolized by the sound of trees 
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near to his house. At first, the noise produced by the swaying of the trees 
disturbs him and possibly his family members: 
Why do we wish to bear 
Forever the noise of these 
More than another noise 
So close to our dwelling place? 
We suffer them by the day 
Till we lose all measure of pace, 
And fixity in our joys, 
And acquires a listening air. 
(2-9) 
The sound of the trees suggests a kind of wildness as opposed to the stability 
and tranquility the family enjoys. Thus, they dislike the noise, just as the 
majority in society are contented and comfortable with their current way of 
living and would not like to find a new way, especially one that is adventurous 
and requires enormous courage. However, the speaker changes his mind later. 
He comes to be fascinated with the free and new way of living as suggested by 
the trees. He will sever his emotional ties with his loved ones in order to 
venture out, unlike the trees which cannot get away with its roots deeply 
entrenched in the soil: "They are that that talks of going / But never gets 
away." Just like the speaker in “Into My Own," he wants to seek his own 
meaning of existence. Towards the end of the poem, he declares that he would 
resolutely go on the quest if the trees urge him further with their noise: 
Sometimes when I watch trees sway, 
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From the window or the door. 
I shall set forth for somewhere, 
I shall make the reckless choice 
Some day when they are in voice 
And tossing so as to scare 
The white clouds over them on. 
(17-23) 
The pull of the possibility of greater fulfillment will spur him on the quest, as 
the sound of the trees down here on earth can scare the white clouds up in the 
sky to move forward. Even though others around him will disapprove of his 
"reckless choice," he is determined to set off for rough and unstable times of 
the quest. He will need to be tough and courageous to meet the challenges 
ahead of him. 
The dynamic side of the quest is more elaborately described in 
"Escapist—Never" (In The Clearing). The character "he" is a person who 
creates his meaning as he is going on his life journey. He is "a pursuer" who 
"seeks a seeker who in his turn seeks / Another still, lost far into the distance." 
He is neither an escapist who is being chased by someone nor a pursuer of 
another person. Actually, he is a pursuer of his own meaning of existence. His 
act of chasing a series of seekers symbolizes his continuous discovery of his 
own meaning during his life's journey. In the process, he discovers more and 
more about himself. As Macquarrie explains: 
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It is out of its decisions that the self emerges. A self is not 
given ready-made at the beginning. What is given is a field of 
possibility, and as the existent projects himself into this 
possibility rather than that one, he begins to determine who he 
shall be. (145) 
A person is to actively seek for himself his own way of fulfillment He not 
only is not an escapist of responsibilities but he is also an energetic seeker of 
his own meaning. At the beginning of the quest, he has no "self at all. During 
the process, he gradually develops or forms himself as he chooses from 
different possibilities those he desires for his own living. Since his meaning 
of existence is not predetermined but to be discovered after each quest, the 
course of his life is not like a straight line but a crooked one which consists of 
twists and turns. It is "a crooked straightness yet no less a straightness," as he 
keeps pushing forward without a plan or a clear direction to go by. The 
prospect of greater meaning and fuller self spurs him on to keep searching. He 
has to keep going forever. Thus, the desire for greater fulfillment determines 
his present action. 
Any who seek him seek in him the seeker. 
His life is a pursuit of pursuit forever. 
It is the future that creates his present. 
All is an interminable chain of longing. 
(9-12) 
The above three poems mainly focus on an individual's quest for 
fulfillment, whereas the following four focus on how he makes his choice 
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between his own way of living and the common way in society. A more and 
more resolute attitude towards creating his own meaning of existence can be 
noticed from Frost's earlier to later poems, though a sense of reserve can still 
be found in the resolutions of the later poems. The speaker in "A Dream 
Pang" (A Boy's Will) wishes to live according to his own meaning of 
existence as symbolized by his going into a forest alone. In this way, he is 
very much like the speaker in "Into My Own." Yet this speaker is different in 
that he finds it hard to take the action with his very deep emotional attachment 
towards his beloved. In the dream, he withdraws into the forest and his 
beloved goes after him up to the forest edge. He hears her saying: “I dare 
not—too far in his footsteps stray-- / He must seek me would he undo the 
wrong.，，He is upset by these comments of hers, as he is torn between his 
desire of creating his own meaning for self-fulfillment and his desire of 
maintaining intimacy with her. There is the strong conflict between the desire 
of preserving his individuality and securing the support of his beloved. On the 
one hand, he is happy about her care for him as shown in her following him. 
On the other hand, he is sad about her criticisms and disapproval of him. Thus, 
he has a bittersweet kind of feeling: 
And the sweet pang it cost me not to call 
And tell you that I saw does still abide. 
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But 'tis not true that thus I dwelt aloof, 
For the wood wakes, and you are here for proof. 
(11-14) 
He has got "the sweet pang," a kind of bittersweet feeling which combines joy 
with pain because of the mixed feelings of happiness and sadness mentioned 
above. He defends himself by saying that he is well aware of what he has 
been doing and that he has been doing a good thing but not a wrong one as she 
thinks. When she comes to the edge of the forest, she stops there and does not 
enter. She expects him to stop his quest and take the initiative to make up 
with her. In hope of seeking her support, he tries to convince her that his 
pursuit does him good by making him more conscious in his living, more 
"awake" in a sense. He has not been "aloof and taken his step lightly without 
thinking about the outcome. He is not just following some established norms 
but seeking his own meaning for ftilfillment. Thus, he is not quite "aloof." He 
presumes that she would understand and accept his defense, as she has gone to 
the forest edge and witnessed the scene herself "for proof." This can be 
considered a love poem that reveals a person's conflict with his beloved when 
he aims at choosing to live his life according to the meaning he gives himself. 
He is opposed to as well as not being fully understood. It is not certain 
whether his beloved would accept his defense. He is taking the risk of giving 
up the intimacy of the relationship or the relationship itself. Just as the note 
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Frost gives to his poem reveals: "He is shown by a dream how really well it is 
with him" (Marcus 30). The speaker realizes that he has to face the strenuous 
struggle involved in his choice of living according to his own meaning when 
he cherishes the relationship with his beloved. 
While the above poem chiefly focuses on the feelings of the speaker in 
making a choice between his quest for fulfillment and his relationship with his 
beloved, the following one reveals the speaker's feelings as well as his final 
resolution. In "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening" (New Hampshire), 
the speaker has actually forsaken his chance of going on a quest for fulfillment, 
so that he can keep his relationships with others after a long time of 
consideration. Just as in "Into My Own," the woods in this poem symbolize 
immense possibilities for him to search his own meaning of life. Whereas the 
speaker in "Into My Own" describes the wood as dark and implies that they 
are deep with the word “vastness，” the speaker here describes the woods as 
“lovely，dark, and deep." The adjective "lovely" is added, which stresses all 
the more the attractiveness of the quest for the individual. The prospect of the 
quest fascinates him so much that he has been thinking for long before he can 
make up his mind as to which to choose, the quest or his relationships: 
My little horse must think it queer 
To stop without a farmhouse near 
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Between the woods and frozen lake 
The darkest evening of the year. 
He gives his harness bells a shake 
To ask if there is some mistake. 
The only other sound's the sweep 
Of easy wind and downy flake. 
(5-12) 
The pull or attractiveness of the woods is so overwhelming that the speaker 
has hesitated for a long time in the snow and the wind in "the dark evening of 
the year," which is perhaps the winter solstice. Even his "little horse" finds it 
strange or wrong for him to stay in the cold, so it shows its puzzlement or even 
challenges its master by giving its harness bells a shake. The final decision of 
forsaking the quest for the sake of keeping his relationships with others is 
implied rather than stated. He wishes to keep the promises he has made to 
others, so he chooses not to involve himself in a quest for his own meaning. 
Instead, he will keep living with others closely in mutual support. Not only 
does he have "promises to keep," but he also has “miles to go" before he 
sleeps. "Sleep" here could be interpreted to mean that he stops being active in 
society or in interpersonal relationships. Thus, he thinks there is still a long 
way to go for him to act and live just like other people in society. He is 
willing to forsake the chance of going on a solitary quest for his own meaning, 
so that he can continue the collective quest of living in close relations with 
7 8 
others. The last two lines of the poem are the same: "And miles to go before I 
sleep, / And miles to go before I sleep." This repetition has the effect of 
emphasizing his determination of forsaking the solitary quest in spite of his 
initial struggle or hesitation. 
The following two poems from Frost's later volumes show the 
speakers' resolute attitude to go on their own quests for meaning and 
fulfillment and a slight sense of reserve that accompanies this resolution. The 
speaker in "Acquainted with the Night" (West-Running Brook) quits his 
relationships for choosing the quest as symbolized by his getting acquainted 
with the night. In his walk, he has "outwalked the fUrtherest city light," 
meaning that he has broken through social norms to have his own way of 
living. He is eager to immerse in the meaninglessness of existence alone in 
order to find his own meaning. He experiences some internal struggles as he 
goes on his quest: 
I have looked down the saddest city lane. 
I have passed by the watchman on his beat 
And dropped my eyes, unwilling to explain. 
I have stood still and stopped the sound of feet 
When far away an interrupted cry 
Came over houses from another street; 
But not to call me back or say good-by; (4-10) 
7 9 
His reluctance to explain his action to the watchman may suggest a sense of 
guilt. He feels guilty about being different from others and not interacting 
closely with them. “The saddest city lane" implies that he is saddest at this 
point in time when he is torn between his own ftilfillment and his obligations 
or attachment to society. He is also attached to people around him. He 
wonders if "an interrupted cry" is the voice of someone who wants him not to 
go or someone who wishes him well, though he realizes that it is neither. He 
still cares a lot about the relationships with others, but in spite of all these 
struggles, he is still more interested in the quest: 
And further at an unearthly height 
One luminary clock against the sky 
Proclaimed the time was neither wrong nor right. 
I have been one acquainted with the night. 
(11-14) 
His choice of going on the quest has nothing to do with morality, so he says 
that it is "neither wrong or right." He does not have to feel guilty about going 
on the quest and leaving the others. He would rather be "acquainted with the 
night” than be acquainted with other people which will probably reduce his 
chance of self-fulfillment. The use of present perfect tense implies that he has 
experienced the solitary quest already. However, unlike the speaker in "Into 
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My Own," he has turned back but not persisted in his quest. As revealed by 
this line: "I have walked out in rain—and back in rain," he has a sense of 
reserve. He has not only walked out but also walked back. He is not totally 
"into his own." This reveals that it is hard for an individual to be totally living 
his own way apart from society, though he can create his own meaning 
through choice. 
The resolution to go his own way for fulfillment is even stronger in 
"A.way!" (In The Clearing). He is intent on leaving his friends and venturing 
out on his own. The exclamation mark in the title reveals a strong sense of 
determination. He describes the society as "the world desert," maybe because 
individuals live in too strict adherence to social norms and lack an authentic 
selfhood of their own. They might not be aware of this problem themselves. 
They are probably getting themselves "well-wined," as the speaker says. This 
means that they are living quite mindlessly and not quite concerned about the 
meaning of existence or the urgency of fulfillment. Unlike them, the speaker 
is determined to fulfill himself by going on a quest of his own: 
Don't think I leave 
For the outer dark 
Like Adam and Eve 
Put out of the Park. 
Forget the myth. 
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There is no one I 
Am put out with 
Or put out by. (9-16) 
He stresses that he has the freedom to choose how he lives and how he fulfills 
his life. Unlike Adam and Eve who were expelled by God from the Garden of 
Eden, he has not been prompted by any external force to make the choice of 
venturing out. He himself chooses to go out of the "world desert," out of the 
meaninglessness of existence there in order to begin his own quest for 
meaning. He is just obeying "the urge of a song: / Tm—bound—away!‘“ 
The reader may think, here, of the existentialist idea of "conscience," about 
which Macquarrie explains: 
"Conscience" may mean a person's awareness of the moral 
code accepted in his society, together with the feelings of 
discomfort or satisfaction that he may have as he either breaks 
or keeps the rules expressed in the code. But it is also the term 
we use for the kind of moral conviction that will sometimes 
lead a person to reject the accepted standards of his society in 
response to what he believes to be a more deeply founded 
imperative. Existentialists tend to be critical of conscience in 
the first of the two senses and to hold that only the second is 
important. (164) 
The song that the speaker is obeying is probably similar to the second type of 
conscience, as he forsakes obeying the moral code of society in order to 
respond to the "moral conviction" within himself that is more convincing and 
that gives him a better chance of ftilfillment. In a sense, he would be "dead" 
to society, as he does not live according to its standards and thus becomes 
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isolated from it and quite "non-existent" to the others. However, he adds at 
the end of the poem that he may stop his quest and turn back to live just like 
the others if he is dissatisfied with his learning in the quest: 
And I may return 
If dissatisfied 
With what I learn 
From having died. 
(21-24) 
No matter how strong his resolution to venture out is, he still has a sense of 
reserve. He is not totally certain that he would be satisfied with what he leams 
from the quest, "from having died". Thus, he might quit the quest and return 
to society. 
Man's creating his own meaning through choice sounds promising, but 
it is to be noted that man might not really have a choice at all in some 
situations, as illustrated in the following two poems. The speaker in "The 
Road Not Taken" (Mountain Interval) thinks that he can exert great impact on 
the development of his life's story through exercising his power of choice. 
Yet he realizes that this idea is not quite true. It appears that his choice-
making has allowed him to create meaning for himself by liberating him from 
conformity (symbolized by the road more traveled by) and led him to 
individuality (symbolized by "the one less traveled by"). However, that is not 
really the case if we look closely at the second stanza: 
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Then took the other, as just as fair, 
And having perhaps the better claim, 
Because it was grassy and wanted wear; 
Though as for that, the passing there 
Had worn them really about the same, 
(6-10) 
"The one less traveled by" is not really much less traveled by than the other 
one. It is only in the speaker's imagination that it is so. As the first four lines 
of the stanza reveal, he surmises that this road should be taken for it is grassy 
and wants wear before observing it closely. After observation, he discovers 
that it is unlike what he has imagined; this road is pretty much the same as the 
other one in terms of being traveled: “[."] the passing there / Had worn them 
really about the same." The meaning he considers unique for himself might 
not be quite different from the social norm. Even so, his haphazard choice of 
the seemingly less traveled one, instead of the more traveled one has exerted 
enormous influence over his life: 
I shall be telling this with a sigh 
Somewhere ages and ages hence: 
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I— 
� I took the one less traveled by, 
And that has made all the difference. 
(16-20) 
Therefore, his choice-making power does not allow him to have control over 
his life. Ultimately, he does not have real choice in deciding how he is to 
fulfill himself. 
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The idea that man might not really have choice is also conveyed in 
"The Lovely Shall Be Choosers" ( West-Running Brook). The course of life 
of a lovely girl is being discussed by two parties, "The Voice" who makes the 
final decisions, and "The Voices" who help execute the decisions of the 
former. The lovely girl is to go through a gradual and continual downturn in 
her life, as the Voice would like to hurl her down and the Voices would make 
the series of events happen. They would hurl her down the “seven levels of 
the world" in a way as if the girl had chosen to experience it all herself. The 
Voice appears to be letting the lovely girl choose her way of life, but actually 
she cannot: 
"Take twenty years. 
She would refuse love safe with wealth and honor! 
The lovely shall be choosers, shall they? 
Then let them choose!" 
"Then we shall let her choose?" 
"Yes, let her choose. 
Take up the task beyond her choosing." 
(5-11) 
At different stages of her life, she seems to be making choices on her own. 
Yet she does not, as each stage is already set by the Voice. Her choice-
making will not really affect her final destiny, which is already designed. 
Though she is lovely and her beauty is a kind of power for her, she does not 
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have real choice over her life. The Voice suggests that the Voices "do it by 
joys, and leave her always blameless." Human beings have the tendency to 
aim at joy in their choice-making. Therefore, the voices can use joy to attract 
her to choose what they intend for her and the joy can be deceiving, not real 
joy at all. In fact, with every of the seven joys she experiences, she is going 
more and more downward in her life without herself being aware of it. She 
becomes more and more depressed, indulging in melancholy without others 
knowing about it. I will take the first three joys as examples to illustrate my 
point. Right from the first joy—her wedding, there is something sad between 
her and her bridegroom which is unknown to others: "That though a wedding, 
/ Is yet~well, something they know, he and she." Her second and third joys 
are about her lack of support from friends in her times of need: 
And after that her next joy 
That though she grieves, her grief is secret: 
Those friends know nothing of her grief to make it shameftjl. 
Her third joy that though now they cannot help but know, 
They move in pleasure too far off 
To think much or much care. 
(25-30) 
She delights in the fact that others do not know about her grief and that she 
can bear them by herself. Even when some of her friends do know but do not 
care to support her or help her, she does not mind but is pleased about it. She 
would choose not to have them help her. Therefore, on the surface, she is 
8 6 
living in joy but underneath she is suffering from grief right from the 
beginning to her death. That is what the Voice says about letting her choose 
but other forces should take up the task beyond her choosing. Her fate is, in 
fact, beyond her power of choice. Perhaps some forces in the universe, just 
like the Voice and Voices in this poem, are in control and in charge of human 
beings' existence. Although human beings might not have real choice, at least 
they can cherish the joy they encounter every time they think they are making 
a choice. 
As Frost's poetry reflects, humans can exercise their power of choice 
to confront the existential predicament of meaninglessness and difficulty of 
fostering individuality. Nevertheless, man is still faced with the tension 
caused by conforming to society for support. Moreover, he might not have 
real choice in some situations. Choice, as a solution to the predicament, also 
has its limitations. Yet at least, to exercise the ability to choose makes man 
more active in attempting to come to terms with the confusion in existence. 
Instead of indulging himself in self-pity, he can do something to make things 
better for himself and perhaps for others, too. He can make some difference to 
or exert some influence on his life, though he cannot turn the "darkness" into 
"light" or the confusion into long-lasting order. Hence, he ceases to be a 
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victim who suffers passively, but an agent who actively strives for a better 
present and a brighter future for his life. Apart from the power of choice, 
Frost also suggests in his poetry another solution to the existential predicament, 




Chapter 4 The Power of the Poet 
In Chapter 3,1 have explicated how the power of choice can help man 
to cope with the problem of the meaninglessness of existence and his 
alienation from his self. I have also pointed out the friction with society which 
might obstruct him from exercising this power and the possibility that he 
might not have real choice. In this chapter, I am going to examine how the 
power of the poet can help man to create meaning and also point out some 
obstacles the poet might face. The poet chiefly attempts to clarify the 
confusion of existence by giving form to disorder, or giving meaning to 
existence. In fact, poetry has the power of presenting the reality of existence 
aptly with the use of metaphors. Frost wrote in "The Education by Poetry": 
"Poetry begins in trivial metaphors, pretty metaphors, 'grace' metaphors, and 
goes on to the profoundest thinking that we have. Poetry provides the one 
permissible way of saying one thing and meaning another" (332). In fact, not 
only poets but also humans in general tend to discover the similarities between 
objects and between ideas, and then to talk about one in terms of another. 
James L. Potter has made a similar point and also brought in Emerson's idea 
about poetry writing: "Men naturally think in terms of resemblances, some 
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trivial and some significant. The correspondences between ideas and between 
objects, as Emerson had taught, were what began the process of poetic 
creation" (165). 
In his attempt to order existence, the poet first immerses himself into 
"the heart of darkness," into a meaningless world. He then creates out of the 
chaos forms that are open to further breakdowns and re-formations. This 
means that the poet is always ready to have the forms he has created 
disintegrate and to confront meaninglessness again. Spanos calls this kind of 
form "open form" and says that existentialist literature can be characterized 
with ” a radical distrust of traditional closed forms (which may be broadly 
categorized as either "Aristotelian" or "symbolist") in favor of experiments in 
open forms. Whereas the former resolves the dramatic conflicts or brings 
them into aesthetic equilibrium at the end, the existential literature of open 
forms refuses to fulfill our expectation of resolution and our desire for the 
repose oi catharsis and thus engages us as readers of a poem or a novel or as 
audience of a play, makes us authentically aware of the ambiguities ofBeing-
in-the-world" (16). Existentially speaking, the poet is not to aim at resolving 
the conflicts in existence and pacify the reader's sense of anxiety by creating 
"closed forms." Instead he is to alert the reader to the irresolvable conflicts 
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and the ever-present absurdity of existence. In Frost's words, this form is "a 
momentary stay against confusion" and it "begins in delight and ends in 
wisdom" (18). The poet gives the reader the delight in the process of reading 
the poem and also wisdom or sparks of insight for the latter to search for his 
own meaning. 
Moreover, the poet is to discover his meaning in the act of writing. 
Frost says that: "A poem may be worked over once it is in being, but may not 
be worried into being. Its most precious quality will remain its having run 
itself and carried away the poet with it" (20). Mark Richardson thinks that this 
writing style of Frost has an existentialist trait: 
[Writing] is a lapse from transcendence into immanence, as the 
existentialists say. The forms of language and poetry never 
perfectly realize the vague sense of possibility that a poet 
brings to the act of writing: "Nothing he writes," as Frost puts it, 
"quite represents his thought or feeling" (Evans 22). Meaning 
is as much generated as expressed when a poet writes, and this 
process—to which the poet, at times, can feel merely incidental 
or catalytic~may be taken as a model for human action in 
general. (223) 
The poet is not to create a form to put in or express a meaning he already has, 
but to surprisingly discover his meaning in the process of creating a form. Just 
as what Frost says, "the figure a poem makes" is not to be "static and stand 
still in one place," but to go through "a course of lucky events" which are 
unpredictable before reaching a "clarification of life" (18). 
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Just like an individual who tries to use his choice to create meaning, 
the poet is faced with the struggle between discovering his own meaning in 
poetry and soliciting the support of others. On the one hand, the lack of 
recognition from society might discourage him from making the attempts of 
ordering reality in his poetry. On the other hand, the recognition of society 
might hinder his poetic creation, as he is to keep his sharp and unique insight 
into existence by keeping an adequate distance from society. But then, even 
without the above struggle, the poet finds it very hard to create a momentary 
order for the existential predicament. Even so, he is also to learn to love the 
world with its brokenness. 
To begin with, let us look at three of Frost's poems to see how a poet 
boldly encounters confusion and attempts to create a momentary and open 
form out of it. "To the Thawing Wind" (A Boy's Will) elaborates on the 
process of poetic creation against the confusion of existence. The speaker 
shows confidence in encountering the disorder in life through poetry. In the 
majority of lines, he calls upon the Southwester to bring about more chaos and 
more disorder to the frozen world around him and to his personal life, too. He 
urges the wind to “give the buried flower a dream; / Make the settled 
snowbank steam." He also urges it to bring disorder into his house: 
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Bathe my window, make it flow, 
Melt it as the ice will go; 
Melt the glass and leave the sticks 
Like a hermit's crucifix; 
(7-9) 
He welcomes this disorder, and is eager to leave the security and stability he 
initially enjoys for the prospect of attaining a new order for himself and for his 
readers. Just as the glass is to be melted like ice, the fixed and established 
values in his mind are all to be destabilized and dissolved, so that he has the 
space and fluidity to re-create a new form and order for his existence. Just as 
the sticks of the damaged window are to be left like "a hermit's crucifix," a 
symbol of salvation, the chaos in which the poet immerses forecasts a kind of 
“salvation，，for himself and for his readers. As Seamus Heaney expresses: 
“Frost believed, in other words, that individual venture and vision arose as a 
creative defense against emptiness, and that it was therefore always possible 
that a relapse into emptiness would be the ultimate destiny of consciousness" 
(63). 
The speaker of the poem here, who is a poet himself, wants the wind to 
destroy his poetic works. This means that he wants to disregard all his 
previous efforts and discoveries. He firmly believes in his own capacity in 
ordering reality, so he does not mind if his poems are all lost or damaged. He 
is always eager to start all over again in his search for meaning: "Run the 
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rattling pages o'er; / Scatter poems on the floor; / Turn the poet out of door." 
He even urges the wind to dislocate himself, throw him out of where he is for 
him to find himself again. As Samuel Beckett says about the "existentialist 
imagination": "It is all around us and our only chance now is to let it in. The 
only chance of renovation is to open our eyes and see the mess . . . .To find a 
form that accommodates the mess, that is the task of the artist now" 
(Spanosl6). Just as the poet's eyes are to be open to the chaos, the forms he 
creates are also to be open for repeated disintegration and construction. 
"Pertinax" of "Ten Mills" (A Further Range) portrays a similar picture 
of the poet's immersion into disorder in search of order. It is a much shorter 
poem and yet very powerful: 
Let chaos storm! 
Let cloud shapes swarm! 
I wait for form. 
The speaker, probably a poet, is not frustrated or annoyed with the chaos, the 
emptiness in existence, but bold in calling on it to intensify. He has such 
courage in confronting the chaos, as he wishes to attain a new form that will 
come out of the disorder. The title, “Pertinax，，means "tenacious" in Latin 
(Marcus 158). Thus, the title can have two meanings. First, it can be ironic in 
that the poet is not holding firmly onto the existing order or form but wants it 
to break down. Second, it can be used to describe the poet's faith in his own 
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ability to create a new order in the midst of disorder. He might be satirizing 
other people on their reluctance to let go of existing order. No matter how 
others think, he will stand firm in his faith for a new order. 
"The Aim Was Song" (New Hampshire) portrays not only a similar 
process of poetic creation but also the product or the outcome of it. At the 
beginning, the speaker talks about the disorder of existence as symbolized by 
the blowing of winds before a poet comes to give order to it: 
Before man came to blow it right 
The wind once blew itself untaught, 
And did its loudest day and night 
In any rough place where it caught. 
(1-4) 
"The blowing it right" of man refers to the work of the poet. He helps to arrest 
the wildness of the winds and make the winds blow in a more orderly manner, 
that is, not to blow loudest in rough places at all times. This act symbolizes 
his giving order to the confusion of existence with the use of skill and measure. 
He corrects the wind by telling it that "the aim [is] song" but not merely loud 
noise. He also teaches it how to produce the song: 
By measure. It was word and note, 
The wind the wind had meant to be一 
A little through the lips and throat. 
The aim was song一the wind could see. 
(13-16) 
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The choice of words and the use of rhythm and rhyming are to be noted. In 
fact，wind has always been the symbol of inspiration for making poetry. One 
Romantic comparison is that the mind of a poet is like a lyre which makes 
music in response to winds. Yet the wind in this poem does not symbolize 
inspiration. Instead, it represents the chaos of existence. The musical 
instrument here is the whistling human mouth, as suggested by the description: 
"a little through the lips and throat." Hence, the whistling of man implies the 
ability of the poet to order the meaninglessness of existence momentarily. 
After discussing how the poet creates form out of chaos, I am now 
going to show how the poet discovers his meaning during the process of 
writing. I will use two of Frost's poems to illustrate this point. In "Going For 
Water" (A Boy's Will), the speaker together with another person are trying to 
search for water from a brook in the woods, as their well is dry. This act 
symbolizes the poet's quest for sustenance in the darkness of existence. Just as 
the speaker is going with another person, the poet is going on the quest with 
another, his reader. The speaker and his friend have the intention to seek 
water from a brook, but they do not have a clear idea where the brook is and 
what else they are going to encounter in the quest. Similarly, the poet and his 
reader want to achieve an order in existence, but they begin to discover it only 
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on the way. In fact, the two seekers in the poem do not arrive at the brook via 
a straight path but a very crooked one: 
We ran as if to meet the moon 
That slowly dawned behind the trees, 
The barren boughs without the leaves, 
Without the birds, without the breeze. 
But once within the wood, we paused. 
Like gnomes that hid us from the moon, 
Ready to run to hiding new 
With laughter when she found us soon. 
(9-16) 
Since the moon can see them clearly from above, they try to hide from her by 
running from one place to another. As a result, they do not head straight to the 
brook but take a longer and more crooked way there. The process of writing a 
poem is also a crooked path, just as what Frost says in "The Figure a Poem 
Makes": 
[. . .]the conclusion is come to that like giants we are always 
hurling experience ahead of us to pave the future with against 
the day when we may want to strike a line of purpose across it 
for somewhere. The line will have the more charm for not 
being mechanically straight. We enjoy the straight crookedness 
of a good walking stick. Modem instruments of precision are 
being used to make things crooked as if by eye and hand in the 
old days. (19) 
The poet is not to adhere to a plan in writing, but to have the flexibility to 
yield to inspirations or to discover meaning on the way. He and the reader are 
to enjoy the "crookedness," the unexpected development in a poem, and in the 
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poet's writing career. Later, they may come to cherish the desired order at the 
end of the quest, as symbolized by the brook: 
A note as from a single place, 
A slender tinkling fall that made 
Now drops that floated on the pool 
Like pearls, and now a silver blade. 
(21-24) 
Apart from offering the reader "a clarification of life" (Frost 18)，the order as 
presented in a poem appeals to or gives pleasure to both the ear and the eye 
with the imagery and the musicality in it. However, just as the seekers are not 
going to drink directly from the brook or enjoy the sight and sound of it for 
long, both the poet and the reader are also not going to savor the momentary 
order as created in the act of writing for long. 
"Directive" (Steeple Bush) also talks about poetic creation in a similar 
but more complex way. The speaker or the poet leads another person, the 
reader to seek a brook. This trip symbolizes the process of poetic creation in 
which the poet guides his reader to seek an order of existence. At first, the 
reader is led to feel lost or lose his way: 
The road there, if you'll let a guide direct you 
Who only has at heart your getting lost, 
May seem as if it should have been a quarry-
Great monolithic knees the former town 
Long since gave up pretense of keeping covered. 
(7-12) 
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Just as a guide shows a tourist various places in a rural area which are not 
easily recognizable due to decay, the poet makes the reader feel lost by urging 
the latter to immerse into the confusion of existence before arriving at any 
meaning at all. Just as a guide does not lead the tourist to a brook via a 
straight route but show the latter various interesting sights on the way, the poet 
leads his reader to the order desired via a crooked path. 
Later, the poet leads the reader to a children's playhouse: 
First there's the children's house of make-believe, 
Some shattered dishes underneath a pine, 
The playthings in the playhouse of the children. 
Weep for what little things could make them glad. 
(41-44) 
The playhouse symbolizes the faith of man in holding onto their dreams in 
hard times or in even hopeless situations. Such faith spurs man on to dream 
and strive for fulfillment. At first sight of the house, the reader might have 
thought that it is just for play and means not much. After observing the 
"shattered dishes," the reader comes to treasure it for the inspiration it 
surprisingly gives him. In fact, the brook, the "destination and destiny" is the 
source of water of this playhouse. After arriving at the brook, the poet also 
introduces to the reader “a broken drinking goblet" he has stolen from the 
playhouse. Since the goblet symbolizes "the Grail," the quest for fulfillment 
via poetry is compared to the quest for the Grail. Just as knights have to go 
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through tremendous hardship before getting hold of the Grail, both the poet 
and the reader are also to exert enormous efforts before arriving at an order. 
Marjorie Cook acknowledges this comparison and adds that enormous 
imagination like that of the children is needed for man, either the poet or the 
reader, to confront the conftision of existence and create order out of it: “Even 
the successful attempt to reach the fountainhead is not enough for salvation; 
the poet brings further aid from the world of the imagination—from the 
children's playhouse a broken goblet, which is symbolic of the Grail" (232). 
In "The Constant Symbol," Frost also stresses the importance of children's 
imagination in the quest for fulfillment: 
The mind is a baby giant who, more provident in the cradle 
than he knows, has hurled his paths in life all round ahead of 
him like playthings given~data so-called. They are 
vocabulary, grammar, prosody, and diary, and it will go hard if 
he can't find stepping stones of them for his feet wherever he 
wants to go. The way will be zigzag, but it will be a straight 
crookedness like the walking stick he cuts himself in the bushes 
for an emblem. He will be judged as he does or doesn't let this 
zig or that zag project him off out of general direction. 
(404-5) 
Apart from the importance of children's imagination, Frost also emphasizes 
that the quest is to have unexpected twists and turns in it rather than simply 
adhering to a planned route. The poet and the reader can discover unexpected 
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but precious meaning on their crooked way to their destination-a momentary 
order. 
The last two lines of the poem act as the climax: "Here are your waters 
and your watering place. / Drink and be whole again beyond confusion." The 
poet invites the reader to cherish the meaning he himself has discovered, so 
that the latter can enjoy "a momentary stay against confusion." Cook confirms 
the worth and effectiveness of poetic power as revealed by this poem in the 
following manner: 
By indicating not only what man accepts but also how he can 
accept his condition, "Directive” shows how man achieves 
meaning. The creative, poetic act is the kind of achievement 
man must make to live "beyond confusion." In a world in 
which man can accept his limitations and know he must 
struggle to order chaos into meaning, poetry is possible—and 
necessary. Frost can accept and live in this world because it 
demands struggle, created order, poetry. (232) 
It might be exaggerating to say that poetry is "necessary" to "order chaos into 
meaning" for everyone. Yet it is doubtless that poetic power can be a very 
useful tool for man to create order, though momentary, against the disorder in 
reality. 
Nevertheless, just like any person's power of choice, the power of the 
poet is also constrained by social pressure. The poet might receive too little 
recognition from society, so he might lose the motivation to write. After all, 
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he derives satisfaction not only from the process of writing but also from 
sharing his discoveries with his readers. I will use the following two poems of 
Frost to illustrate the public's neglect of the poet. In "Pan With Us" (A Boy's 
Will), the speaker analogizes Pan, the God of Nature, as the poet to illustrate 
the plight of the poet in face of others' neglect of him and his work. Fewer 
and fewer people are reading his poetry, so he feels lonesome with no-one to 
approach him or to enter his poetic world: 
His heart knew peace, for none came here 
To this lean feeding, save once a year 
Someone to salt the half-wild steer, 
Or homespun children with clicking path 
Who see so little they tell no tales. 
(11-15) 
People rarely come to appreciate his poetry as suggested by somebody's 
coming "once a year" for salting the steer. He also does not get much 
inspiration to write with when the children who drop by have too little life 
experience to inspire him. In the past, the poet was more respected and valued 
with poetry exerting much greater influence on people's lives. Now, those 
good old days are gone: 'Times were changed from what they were: / Such 
pipes kept less of power to stir / The fruited bough of the juniper." The 
juniper is a kind of tree whose oil has a pleasant smell. This comparison 
between juniper and poetry suggests that poetry has lost its aroma or its appeal 
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to people. The last stanza reflects the feelings of frustration and anguish of the 
poet in such plight: 
They were pipes of pagan mirth, 
And the world had found new terms of worth. 
He laid him down on the sunburned earth 
And raveled a flower and looked away. 
Play? Play? --What should he play? 
(26-30) 
People have shifted their interest from poetry to other things, “new terms of 
worth，，, though poetry has given them enormous pleasure as "pipes of pagan 
mirth” in the past. Since there is no one to hear him, his playing has no value 
and so his existence might also have no value. The poet might disregard the 
inspiration that he has got and decide not to write poetry when there is no 
reader to share the fruits of his works. The poet needs to exist in relation to 
other people and to write with a reading public in mind, for he aims at 
shedding light on different issues man faces in his existence. 
“On Going Unnoticed" (West-Running Brook) also portrays a similar 
plight of the poet, but it goes a step further in ending with the departure of the 
poet from society. The poet is symbolized as a small bird singing in a big 
leafy forest. It keeps singing at the top of its voice, but the sound of trees and 
breezes overshadow his song: 
As vain to raise a voice as a sigh 
In the tumult of free leaves on high. 
103 
What are you, in the shadow of trees 
Engaged up there with the light and breeze? 
(1-4) 
The shadows of leaves also conceal his body on one of the branches. With his 
song "inaudible" and his body "invisible," he does not seem to exist at all. 
Thus, he is even less contented than the coralroot which has the attention of 
the sun giving it daylight for growth. The bird is hardly noticeable in the 
darkness of the forest: 
You grasp the bark by a rugged pleat, 
And look up small from the forest's feet. 
The only leaf it drops goes wide, 
Your name not written on either side. 
(9-12) 
Similarly, the poet is not quite noticeable in society. He is not given much 
attention not to say recognition. Just as the bird goes away unnoticed: "You 
linger your little hour and are gone, /And still the woods sweep leafily on," the 
poet may lose heart and grow weary in his attempts to create order without the 
support of others. He might quit and leave his poetic power idle. 
The response of the poet Frost himself to being recognized by society 
in “On Being Chosen as Poet of Vermont" (In The Clearing) shows how even 
a low degree of recognition can encourage the poet and boost his self-
confidence: 
Breathes there a bard who isn't moved 
When he finds his verse is understood 
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And not entirely disapproved 
By his country and his neighborhood? 
He is moved not because his poetry is well understood and well received by 
his neighbors, but because he is understood to some extent and not totally 
disapproved. At least, he gains some recognition now and also receives less 
disapproval from society than before. Hence, the poet feels encouraged to 
keep writing and discover meaning for himself and for his readers. With the 
question mark at the end, the poem is a rhetorical question which asserts all 
the more the importance of recognition for a poet to persist in his attempts to 
create order in his works. Not only does he firmly believe in this need of 
recognition for himself but he also wants his readers to be convinced of it. 
The public's recognition of the poet's achievement and contribution to 
society uplifts him and encourages him to persevere, but it may also obstruct 
him from keeping an adequate distance from society to observe and criticize it. 
Thus, he has to reaffirm his own stand so as not to compromise his poetic 
power in the midst of recognition as revealed in "Build Soil--A Political 
Pastoral” (A Further RangeV The poem is, as Marcus suggests, ‘‘a dialogue 
between the failed potato farmer Meliboeus and the poet-farmer Tityrus, in 
which Tityrus responds to Meliboeus's suggestion that he writes some useful 
advice for the crisis-ridden country" (161). One piece of advice is that a poet 
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should be careful not to use his "soil," his imaginative vision and verbal power 
to write poetry which is just for acceptance in the market: 
There is still more we never bring or should bring; 
More that should be kept back—the soil for instance, 
In my opinion~though we both know poets 
Who fall all over each other to bring soil 
And even subsoil and hardpan to market. 
(174-178) 
The poet does need money for survival by selling his poems in the market, but 
he should not resort to supplying only poems that readers demand, or writing 
poems according to the taste or preference of the readers. He despises those 
poets who would exchange their "soil," or even "subsoil and hardpan" for 
money or fame in the market and society. "Subsoil and hardpan" represent his 
"original intention" (Frost 401) or basic motive of helping man to reflect on 
existence and give order to the confusion in existence. The poet should inspire 
his readers to confront the darkness of existence and to come up with a 
brighter life. Tityrus also contends that the poet should keep building his soil, 
just as the title of this poem suggests. In other words, he is to sharpen his 
perceptive power and creative power continually in order to be true to himself 
and to be truly influential to society: 
Build soil. Turn the farm in upon itself 
Until it can contain itself no more, 
But sweating-full, drips wine and oil a little. 
I will go to my run-out social mind 
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And be as unsocial with it as I can. 
(234-238) 
The poet has to train himself to be "unsocial" but more original and innovative 
in his thought, and to be more detached from than attached to society. The 
poet should isolate himself and work in his realm of thought, "turn the farm 
upon itself but not to be overshadowed by the thought of society. Instead, he 
should keep working, "sweating-full" until his thoughts coalescence to form 
insightful poems, drops of "wine and oil." Frost has made a similar point in 
"The Figure a Poem Makes": “All I would keep for myself is the freedom of 
my material - the condition of body and mind now and then to summons aptly 
from the vast chaos of all I have lived through" (Frost 19). The poet is not to 
write about things that suit the taste of society but to write the way he himself 
wishes. More importantly, he is to make sure that "the condition of [his] body 
and mind," that is, his individuality, his own perceptions and perspectives 
towards reality are to be well protected from the intrusion of society. 
Otherwise, he cannot really come up with his own clarifications and share 
them with others. 
Nevertheless, even though the poet manages to preserve his 
individuality and persist in his attempt of ordering existence, he is not really 
able to clarify the confusion of existence which is just too overwhelming to 
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him. In view of this limitation, he can only leam to confront or come to terms 
with existence with his love, as pointed out in "The Lesson For Today" 
(A Witness Tree). In the poem, the speaker, a poet has a dialogue with an 
imagined poet of the past, Alcuin whom he addresses as "Master of the Palace 
School" (Marcus 177). They discuss how a poet is to respond to and deal with 
the confusion of existence. The speaker says to Alcuin: "You would not think 
you knew enough to judge / The age when full upon you." He means that the 
poet is to be well aware of his limited capacity to judge not to say to give 
order to "the age" or to his own existence. 
In a later stanza, the speaker compares the futility of the poetic act to 
the vain attempt of a religious person who tries to raise from death some 
flowers put down at the graves: 
It sent me to the graves the other day. 
The only other there was far away 
Across the landscape with a watering pot 
At his devotions in a special plot. 
And he was resuscitating flowers 
(Make no mistake about its being bones); 
(127-132) 
The speaker is probably laughing at this person's action as can be clearly seen 
from the bracketed line. If he can bring the flowers back to life by watering 
them, he can probably do the same to the dead humans. Yet at the same time, 
the speaker is laughing at himself and other poets for their vain attempts to 
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give order to the world, which is as impossible as to raise humans from death. 
In fact, human beings suffer from "spiritual death" in the sense that they exist 
but do not enjoy fulfillment. But then, the poet is not to quit or grieve but to 
persevere in his attempts with love for the world and to endure the darkness 
with other people: 
We all are doomed to broken-off careers, 
And so's the nation, so's the total race. 
The earth itself is liable to the fate 
Of meaninglessly being broken off. 
(And hence so many literary tears 
At which my inclination is to scoff.) 
I may have wept that any should have died 
Or missed their chance, or not have been their best, 
Or been their riches, fame, or love denied; 
On me as much as any is the jest. 
I take my incompleteness with the rest. 
(145-155) 
Though the poet has the intention to clarify the confusion for the world, he is 
not to indulge in melancholy for his futile efforts. Instead, just as the epitaph 
the speaker wants to have written on his grave says: "I had a lover's quarrel 
with the world," the poet is to regard the world as his lover whose weaknesses 
he shall leam to tolerate with love. 
As Frost shows in his poetry, the poet can help to give order to 
existence by the use of metaphors. He is to immerse himself in the confusion 
of existence first, so that he can comprehend it first and then create an open 
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form out of it. During the process of poetic creation, he is to discover 
meaning on the way. However, in his attempts, he is faced with social 
pressure in two ways. First, the lack of support from society might discourage 
him from continuing his quest for meaning in poetry. Second, the recognition 
from society might tempt him to compromise his unique insights with the 
ways of society. Actually, in face of the enormous meaninglessness of 
existence, he might just be too limited to really create order against it. He can 
only leam to persevere in his efforts and tolerate the confusion with love. 
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Conclusion 
"Here are your waters and your watering place. / Drink and be whole 
again beyond confusion." These lines are probably what Frost would like to 
say to every one of those who embarks on a quest for meaning and fulfillment 
in his poetry. Just as what I have discussed, "a momentary stay against 
darkness" is what the power of choice and the power of the poet can offer for 
man's quest for fialfillment. As mentioned in the introduction, Frost has been 
both criticized and praised for providing these provisional solutions to 
people's existential predicament. Winters describes Frost as "a spiritual 
drifter" and "as a good poet in so far as he may be said to exist, but a 
dangerous influence as a good poet in so far as his existence is incomplete" 
(82). Winters gives "The Road Not Taken" as an example to illustrate his 
point. He admits that the predicament as portrayed in the poem is inevitable. 
Yet he thinks that the response of the speaker to the predicament"the 
uncertain melancholy of his plight" is not inevitable: 
Had Frost been a more intelligent man, he might have seen that 
the plight of the spiritual drifter was not inevitable, he might 
have judged it in the light of a more comprehensible wisdom. 
Had he done this, he might have written a greater poem. But 
his poem is good as far as it goes; the trouble is that it does not 
go far enough, it is incomplete, and it puts on the reader a 
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burden of critical intelligence which ought to be borne by the 
poet. (61) 
Winters thinks that Frost should have portrayed the speaker as more capable in 
his understanding of the existential predicament and more decisive in his 
choice for creating meaning. In other words, Frost is to shoulder the "burden 
of critical intelligence" which he has put on his reader. In this way, Frost 
could be a more responsible and sensible guide to his readers in the quest for 
meaning. On the other side of the debate is the argument of Cook who 
defends Frost by saying that human beings are limited in their perception of 
the truth about existence and Frost is no exception. She also affirms Frost's 
efforts in grasping a fuller view of existence: 
Inherent in this acceptance of human limitation is the necessity 
for struggle: man must realize he does know enough to act on 
and get ahead with, though he must make judgments in actions. 
He has indeed succeeded only if the possibility of failure was 
real. Instead of being ashamed of having failed, man should 
protect his right to fail and respect his failures for what they 
contribute to his knowledge and his humanity. Simply, he must 
leam to live with his fallibility. 
(226) 
She appreciates Frost not only for his "acceptance of human limitation" but 
also for his courage to attain a fuller meaning of life and greater fulfillment in 
spite of the high possibility of failure. The stay against darkness may be 
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momentary but it deepens man's understanding of himself and induces his 
personal growth. 
I think that Frost is not to be called a “spiritual drifter" just because he 
shows that he does not have full knowledge about the meaning of existence 
and he cannot be decisive about what meaning to choose for his existence. As 
Cook has said and as many other people would agree, human beings are too 
limited in their perceptive power, in their reasoning and feeling capacities, to 
grasp the whole truth about existence. Dorothy Judd Hall says that though the 
styles of various pieces of twentieth-century literature vary, they "share a 
common sense of the elusiveness of 'Truth' .，，She gives the following works 
as some of the examples: 
Faulkner's sentences circle endlessly around their meaning like 
a bird that can never quite capture its prey. Beckett's language 
lapses almost into silence, as if words, like life itself, may 
linger only a moment astride the grave of the ineffable. We 
become spell-bound by images of desolation, decadence, and 
spiritual isolation. T. S. Eliot's "waste land," Fitzgerald's 
"valley of ashes," Hemingway's ‘‘clean, well-lighted place" (set 
against the brooding night outside) come easily to mind. W. H. 
Auden called our time an “age of anxiety," and that tag may 
stick. (XV) 
In fact, not only is Frost elusive in his works, but also many of his 
contemporaries are also not comprehensive or decisive in their works. 
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Therefore, perhaps Frost has been too harshly criticized for the incompleteness 
in his perception of existence. 
Frost might have expressed excessive melancholy in some of his 
poems. However, at least, he has tried, and he has tried hard in his quest for 
meaning. Frost has emphasized the need of exerting a poet's or a person's 
power to the full in his attempt of searching meaning for fulfillment: 
Every single poem written regular is a symbol small or great of 
the way the will has to pitch into commitments deeper and 
deeper to a rounded conclusion and then be judged for whether 
any original intention it had has been strongly spent or weakly 
lost; be it in art, politics, school, church, business, love, or 
marriage~in a piece of work or in a career. Strongly spent is 
synonymous with kept. 
(401) 
With his willpower, man is to utilize his limited perceptive power in his quest 
for meaning and ultimately for fulfillment in any aspect of his existence. He is 
judged not on what end he has achieved but on how hard he has endeavored to 
achieve his aim. By "strongly spent is synonymous with kept," Frost focuses 
more on the enormous efforts a person pays to achieve his goals rather than 
the goals themselves. The temporality of the order he has achieved does not 
matter; what matters is the energy he has expended and the courage he has 
shown in the process. 
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Having discussed the power of man in terms of choice and poetry, I am 
now going to talk about why the power of God (the Christian God) is not a 
possible solution to the problem of meaninglessness in Frost's poetry. In fact, 
Frost's skepticism towards God as revealed in his poetry explains why he does 
not suggest the power of God as a possible solution. At the very beginning of 
the Bible, God is portrayed as the agent who gives light to darkness and order 
to chaos: "In the beginning God created the heavens, and the earth. Now the 
earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and 
the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters" (New International Version, 
Genesis 1. 1-2). When He has created light first and then other things which 
are good and orderly, He can probably bring order and meaning to human 
existence. Nevertheless, Frost is often skeptical about the existence of a 
benevolent and powerful God who watches over man. 
God's very act of creating man is criticized in "[Forgive, O Lord …]” 
(In The Clearing) which Marcus regards as a "two-line epigram less concerned 
with creation than with the burdens existence creates" (217). The speaker asks 
God to forgive him not because he has made mistakes, but because he will 
forgive God for the joke He has played on him: 
Forgive, O Lord, my little jokes on Thee 
And I'll forgive Thy great big one on me. 
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Marcus has given very apt interpretations of the "little jokes" and the 
"great big one": "The speaker's 'little jokes' may be his skeptical poems as 
well as his human flaws, which are part of the burden placed on him by the 
Lord's much bigger joke of having created his puzzlingly painful existence" 
(217). To the speaker, God's great big joke on him is His bringing him into 
existence and thus into the suffering on earth. With this distrust in God, Frost 
stresses human effort rather than divine help in clarifying the confusion of 
existence. This stress aligns Frost more with the humanistic or atheist 
existentialists than the Christian or theist existentialists. Despite this essential 
difference, the two sides share the concern of seeking order for existence. The 
following argument about man's relationship with "order" made by Spanos is 
worth pondering over: 
Both humanistic and theistic existentialists recognize the threat 
of anonymity posed by the development of a mass 
technological society. They see the ultimate source of the threat, 
however, in man's real, if unconscious, obsession with order, 
which in the modem world has driven him into constructing 
rationally derived systems to replace the discredited Christian 
Cosmology. (2) 
He means that it is due to human beings' "obsession" with order that scientism 
has managed to induce meaninglessness in their existence by its tendency to 
objectify and dehumanize. With their disbelief in the Christian God as the 
creator of order, many human beings who used to trust in God have let 
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themselves indulge in the "rationally derived systems" of science for a sense 
of security. There is some point in Spanos's argument, as man does play the 
role of victimizing himself by relying too much on science or even by 
considering science as "the religion of modernity." Perhaps man has to make 
sure that he maintains his self-control in his quest for order. Frost has set a 
good example. Though he is eager to seek order, he is always aware of his 
own limitations and even the possibility of the absence of a reliable and lasting 
order. 
Throughout his oeuvre, from the earlier to the later volumes of poetry, 
. Frost has kept trying to clear the confusion of existece or to brighten the 
darkness of existence. Though he has not been able to brighten existence for 
long or for good, he has offered his readers wisdom and delight with the 
momentary stay against darkness in his poems. He has also spurred his 
readers on to embark on quests of their own by reading his poetry and by 
choice-making, with the hope of a brighter future for the quests: 
I'm going out to fetch the little calf 
That's standing by the mother. It's so young 
It totters when she licks it with her tongue. 
I shan't be gone long.—You come too. 
("Pasture," 5-8) 
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"The little calf，symbolizes the prospect of growth. Now, the calf is 
vulnerable and dependent on its mother. Later, it will become much stronger 
and independent. Similarly, Frost believes that his quest for meaning is a 
promising one and so are other humans'. Though we achieve little in our 
quests at times, he thinks that we will make progress and it is worth our while 
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